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Cindy’s Prom

“Thanks, bunches, Steve!” said Kim, one of two high school girls to jump into my car on a clear, cool April Saturday morning.

“Yeah, thanks, Steve! With Kim’s car broken, we’re kinda stuck,” said Melody, the second high school girl in my car, riding shotgun.

“Now, what did Kim do to her car?” I asked. “I swear, I can’t even graduate without you guys falling apart.” Kim and Melody were juniors last year, and I was a senior. We worked together on a science project about robotics and became good friends – and just friends, which is too bad because Melody is really hot. I was even going to ask her to the prom, but before I could, she told me that I was just like a brother to her. I wound up not going to the prom at all.

Melody laughed and said, “She drove off into loose sand and burned her transmission up.”

“That’s not really funny,” I said.

Kim said as her eyes flashed daggers at Melody, “No, it isn’t. Dad’s pretty hot about it.”

Looking at Kim in the rearview mirror, I said, “So, I just drop you guys off at the mall?”

Kim rested her chin on the back of the driver’s seat and said, “Can you wait or come in with us? After we’re done with the mall, Melody has to go pick up her prom dress. We’ll only be a few minutes at the mall.”

I laughed and said, “A few minutes at the mall? Don’t make me laugh. Oops! I just did.”

“Yeeesss,” said Kim. “I already know what I want. There are the cutest shoes at Melvin’s Shoe Mart in the mall that are perfect for my prom dress.”

“That time of the year again, huh?” I asked.

Melody said, “Yep. We even have dates. You didn’t go last year. I thought you were going to go with Clair?”

“I was, but she changed her mind at the last minute,” I said. “She didn’t go either.”

Kim said, “I hate to break this to you Steve, but Claire did go. She went with Keith Strathmore.”

“What?” I exclaimed. “Are you shittin’ me?”

Melody said, “Nope. No joke.”

Frowning I said, “That little bitch! All this time I thought she was telling me the truth.”

We rode mostly in silence the rest of the way to the mall. I know it shouldn’t have, but thinking about what Claire did made me angry.

We arrived at the mall and I parked my car. Kim asked, “Wanna come with us?”

I opened my door and said, “I’m not sitting out in the car on a hot day like today.” We left the car and walked towards one of the mall entrances. I felt a little like a pimp, walking in with a cute girl on either side of me. I mentioned that to Kim and she punched me in the shoulder.

We did go directly to the shoe store, which amazed me. Well, if you don’t count a couple of stops along the way to greet friends and catch up.

Kim pulled a blue high-heeled shoe from the box and asked, “Isn’t this the cutest?”

Melody exclaimed, “Those are going to be just adorable with your dress!”

Kim dangled it in front of me and asked, “What do you think, Steve?”

I shrugged and said flatly, “I think it’s a shoe.”

Kim frowned. “Well, technically, I guess it’s a strappy sandal, but you have to admit they’re really cute.”

“No I don’t,” I said bluntly.

Melody slapped me on the back and smirked, “Stay single, Steve.”

Kim put the shoe back in the box, but we didn’t head straight to the checkout. Melody had to look around the store as well. After about fifteen minutes, we finally left with a happy Kim carrying her box of shoes.

On our way out, Melody suddenly exclaimed, “Oh! Hey. While we’re here, let’s go to the bookstore. I need to replace Jeri’s copy of Cindy’s Prom. My little brother ripped all the pages out of it.”

Kim’s face brightened as she grinned, “Oh, I just love that book! My copy is now pretty frazzled.”

Melody said, “Yeah. It’s a wonderful book. You laugh; you cry. I didn’t want it to end.”

I said, “What is Cindy’s Prom? I’ve never heard of it. Sounds like chick book.”

“That’s because it is, silly!” laughed Kim as we walked into the store.

We found the bookcase where the book should be. Melody said, “Thank God! They have one copy left!”

Some guy who worked at the store and was straightening out the shelves said, “You’re lucky. That book goes fast, and we won’t have a new shipment until a week from today.”

Melody said, “I better grab it then.”

Kim added, “I read they’re making a movie of it. How cool is that?”

“I hope they get the characters right!” said Melody.

As we exited the store, a sudden movement caught my eye. I looked over and saw an old lady knocked to the ground, while some punk grabbed her purse and started running away. Just as I started to run after the thief, I shouted to Kim, “Make sure she’s okay and call for help!"

The thief got a few seconds head start on me, but I quickly gained on him. Within moments, I was able to put my fingers down the collar of his t-shirt. I jumped to get him off-balance and we both hit the floor. The thief dropped the old woman’s purse, got up quickly and ran away. I picked up the purse and dusting the dirt from my pants, walked slowly back to Kim and Melody.

The old woman looked delighted when I walked up with her purse. She took it from my hands and held it as if it was the most valuable thing. She said, “Thank you so much! All three of you. I wish I could pay you some sort of reward, but I’m just a poor old woman.”

“Think nothing of it, lady,” I said, grinning. “We’re all happy to have helped.”

The old woman said, “Well, I wish I could reward you somehow.” She looked at me and said, “Especially you. There’s emptiness in your heart, which is sad for such a good soul.”

I just looked oddly at the old woman and said, “Um yeah. Thanks. I think.”

Melody had taken out the book she’d just bought and was thumbing through it. The old woman’s eyes twinkled as she pointed at Melody’s book and said, “Oh, I love that book! You’re going to just love that book, sweetie.”

Melody smiled and said, “Oh, I’ve already read it. I’m just buying this for a friend.”

Grinning, the old woman said, “It’s a wonderful book, isn’t it?”

Kim and Melody both said with a smile, “Yes.”

The old woman brushed off her clothes for a moment, and then said, “Well, I must be going. Thank you again.” She started to turn from us, and then she stopped and said, “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if you could live that book?”

Kim laughed and said, “That’d be so cool. I could be Cindy. Melody, you could be Julie and …and Steve, hah, Steve could be Katherine!”

Melody laughed and said, “Yeah. She didn’t have a date for the prom either!”

A mall policeman walked up just then and said, “Someone called in a purse snatcher?”

I said, “Yes, this old woman had her purse stolen, but I chased down the thief and brought it back to her.”

“What old woman?” asked the police officer.

Kim said, “This…” We all looked around us, and she was nowhere to be seen.

#

The alarm went off. I reached over to turn it off, but I knocked something onto the floor instead. The alarm kept ringing, which is odd because it normally buzzed. It seemed to be on the wrong side of the bed. Am I that twisted around in my bed? The stray light in the room seemed all wrong, and I felt disoriented.

Still half groggy, I rolled over to slap the snooze bar on the alarm. Something didn’t feel right. In fact, everything felt wrong. Completely wrong. The clock felt wrong. The button wasn’t where it was supposed to be, but at least the alarm turned off. The sheets on the bed felt wrong. Even the mattress felt weird to me. But that’s small potatoes to how wrong my own body felt. When I rolled over, there was a disturbing shift of weight on my chest. Hair fell across my face.

I sat bolt upright. Weight dropped on my chest, and hair slid across my shoulders. What the hell? A strap from the satin nightie I was wearing slid off my shoulder. I was wearing a T-shirt when I went to bed. I reached up and felt tits… my tits! The room seemed to start spinning as I suddenly felt very lightheaded, and I found it difficult to breathe.

This had to be some kind of nightmare brought on by that BBQ chicken pizza I ate last night after midnight. I fell backward onto the bed and felt my tits bounce, and a strand of dark brown hair fell across my face. I stared up at the ceiling in the pale gray light. My apartment’s ceiling didn’t look like that.

As I lay there, I looked slowly around my room in the dim light. This was not my apartment. Where the hell am I? Why am I wearing a nightie and have tits? If I have tits, does that mean…? I slid my hand down the front of the satin nightie to my crotch. I found that I was wearing panties and under the panties… I felt a slit.

Holy shit! I’m a girl! How? And where was I? This had to be a dream. You can’t tell reality from a dream when you’re asleep. None of this could be real. I let my fingers further explore the slit under my panties until my finger hit something, and holy crap! I never felt anything like that. That seemed real enough.

I jumped when the snooze alarm went off. I reached over and picked up the clock. It wasn’t my clock. It was just after five thirty, a whole hour earlier than when I normally get up. I found the switch that actually turned the alarm off.

My eyes slowly adjusted to the gray light, and I looked around in total disbelief. On my bed were several stuffed animals. None of the furniture in the room was mine. The dresser didn’t look like mine, and it was in the wrong place, and my dresser didn’t have a big mirror on it. The bedroom of my apartment didn’t have posters of boy bands tacked on them. What in God’s name was going on? I’m a girl in a girl’s room.

On the nightstand, where the alarm clock had been sitting, was a cell phone. Maybe I can call someone? Who? Do cell phones work in dreams? I reached over and picked it up. It wasn’t mine. This phone was in a pink case. When I turned it on, the wallpaper picture showed a pretty teen girl and some guy hugging her. I punched the phone button and looked through the list of contacts. None of the names seemed familiar.

Then I noticed the names, Cindy and Julie. Those did ring a bell. That stupid book Kim and Melody were fussing over. Cindy’s Prom. I selected Cindy’s name and pressed the call button.

“Hello?” said a somewhat confused-sounding girl with an unfamiliar voice. “Who is this?”

I asked, “Is this Cindy?”

“I… I… it didn’t used to be,” said the voice on the other end.

“Kim?” I asked, taking a stab in the dark.

“Yes!” said the girl on the other end. She sounded nothing like Kim. “Is this Melody?”

Frowning at the phone, I said, “No. This is Steve.”

“Steve? You sound like a girl,” accused Kim.

Raising my voice, I said, “I am a girl! Dammit! What’s going on here? How the hell am I a girl?”

Kim said, “I have no idea. I woke up in a strange room wearing clothes that aren’t mine. I looked at myself in the mirror, and I’m not me. I’m scared, Steve. I don’t know what’s happened to us.”

“I haven’t had the nerve to look in the mirror. I’m afraid of what I’ll see,” I admitted honestly.

Kim said, “Oh wait! I’m getting a call from someone named Julie. I’ll bet that’s Melody. I’ll conference us all in. I think I got this… hold on. Okay, all of us should be on the call. Melody, is that you?”

A new voice said, “Yes! Well, I’m now Julie. Is that you, Kim? Are you Cindy?”

“I’m in Cindy’s room. I don’t look like me. Steve is on the line. When he called, the id said it was Kat calling. We all have names from Cindy’s Prom.”

Melody shouted, “Yes! Isn’t it cool? We’re in the book! We’re somehow in the book Cindy’s Prom!”

“Horseshit!” I exclaimed. “That’s fucking crazy. And impossible!”

“How do you explain the fact that we’re here!” exclaimed Melody/Julie.

Cindy said, “That old lady! Remember? She said that it would be great to live in the book.”

“That’s right,” exclaimed Julie. “She wanted to reward us for getting her purse back.”

I said, “How? I mean, was she a witch or something? That’s just as impossible as me being a girl.”

Cindy said, “Well, Kat. We’re all open to suggestions. How do you think we got here?”

I frowned and said, “Girl, I have no idea. I mean, this is like so totally impossible! It just can’t happen!”

Cindy said over the phone, “Well, Kat. Just look at yourself and around your room. It happened. It’s real.”

There was a knock on my bedroom door, and a woman’s voice said, “Katherine? Are you up? You don’t want to be late for school.”

Without thinking, I said to the door, “I’m up, Mom. I’m getting ready.” Why did I say ‘Mom’? In the cell, I said, “Mom just told me that I’m going to be late for school. Should we even go?”

Julie said, “Yeah, my mom just said the same thing. Of course, we should go to school! Don’t you think it’ll be fun? We’ll get to meet all the characters for real!”

Cindy said, “Yeah. Going to school will be a hoot. Julie, I can’t wait to see Kat when she meets her boyfriend!” She went into a fit of giggles.

“Boyfriend? Oh no. No way in hell am I going now,” I said.

Cindy said, “Oh yes, you are! We can’t live out the book without you there too. The book starts about two weeks before prom. We’ll meet at the park. That’s where the book starts.”

Everyone hung up.

I looked around the room and shook my head. I did not like this at all. I hate being a girl. And I hate being a girl without any time to explore my new body. I rummaged through the closet and saw the dizzying array of clothes. I had no idea what to wear. Or even how to wear it.

I opened my bedroom door and looked down the hallway. No one was around. There was a door in the middle of the hall that I hoped was the bathroom. I needed to go really bad. On the counter were several bottles of make-up. I pulled up the nightie and reached into my panties. What the hell am I doing? I’m a girl. I turned around, slid my panties down and still hiked up the nightie.

As I sat there doing my business, I decided that wild horses wouldn’t be able to get me out of the house. I’m not putting on girls' clothes; I’m not even going to attempt wearing make-up. Nope, no way in hell! Fuck this stupid book.

I felt a wave of nausea; my vision blurred for just an instant, and suddenly, I found myself standing on the sidewalk next to a tree-lined park. I looked down, and I was wearing a lavender pleated skirt, a white blouse with a lavender sweater tied around my neck and shoulders. I was carrying a book bag on my back, and a purse hung from my shoulder. I saw Cindy and Julie come walking around a corner headed for me.

What the hell just happened?

As they approached, Cindy said, “Hey, girl! How did you get here so fast?”

Julie said, “Wow, Kat. How did you manage to do your make-up so well? Have you been dressing on the side?”

I frowned at Julie and said, “Are you serious? No, of course not. I have no idea how I got here with clothes on. Until now, I wasn’t even aware I was wearing make-up. Last thing I knew, I was sitting on the john swearing that I was not going to school. That I was going to stay in bed all day, hoping this will go away. Next thing I knew, I was here, fully dressed.”

Cindy’s eyes went wide. She said, “Oh wow. I guess whatever magic or whatever brought us here insists we play along.”

Julie said, “But it’s not forcing us to follow the book exactly. I mean, we can move on our own. It’s not like we’re just going through the motions.”

Cindy said, “Well, Kat resisted. I think that’s why it forced her here. Lesson here, Kat. Play along. Don’t fight it. Just have some fun!”

“Being a girl and living in a teen chick lit isn’t exactly my idea of fun,” I said, scowling.

Julie said, “Looks like you can either play along or be forced along.”

We started walking across the park. Cindy and Julie apparently knew which way to go to get to school.

“This sucks,” I said. “Where the hell are we, anyway?”

Julie said, “We’re in a fictional New England town. It’s still small enough to be quaint, but big enough to have a mall and other teen hangout places. The school should be fairly modern, like what we’re used to seeing. And we’re close to a few major cities. Not that we’ll have any chance to go to them. I bet we’re only here for two weeks.”

I stopped and said, “What if it doesn’t end in two weeks? What if this is forever? What if this is who we’ll be for the rest of our lives?”

Cindy said, “It can’t be forever. I mean, this is supposed to be a reward. If it was forever, it’d be a prison in a way.”

I said, “Like yeah! I have absolutely no desire to be a girl for the rest of my life – or now, for that matter.”

We started walking again. Everyone was quiet for a few minutes as we pondered our fates.

As we approached the school, I found I was surprised at how the school looked. It was a fairly modern, single-story building. I don’t know why, but I was expecting a little red schoolhouse. Kids were hanging around outside the school. A few were going inside. One boy turned when he saw us and started walking towards us.

I said, “You know. I’m the only one here who has graduated from school. I really don’t want to go back to it.”

Cindy turned to me and said, “Just chill and enjoy yourself, Kat. I mean, how many people get to actually live in a book?”

“Who’s this guy coming towards us?” asked Julie. “Since you guys didn’t look like how I imagined you’d look, I can’t recognize him.”

Cindy said, “He knows us. Look at his grin. He’s wearing glasses! He must be . . . .”

The boy looked like he was heading toward Cindy, but he made a sudden change of direction and came straight up to me. He said, “Hey, Kat! Where were you this weekend?” Before I could react, he kissed me quickly right on the lips.

Julie laughed as she said, “It’s Thomas! Kat’s boyfriend.”

Thomas gave Julie a strange look and said, “Of course it’s me.” He grabbed my hand.

I stood there stunned. A boy had just kissed me and taken my hand. I pulled my hand free of Thomas’ grasp and said, “You guys said nothing about me having a boyfriend. What am I supposed to do here? I mean, he just kissed me!”

Looking a bit sheepish, Cindy said, “I keep forgetting you haven’t read the book. We all have boyfriends. I can’t wait to meet John. He’s supposed to be gorgeous!”

Thomas took my hand back and said to Cindy, “What am I? Chopped liver?”

Cindy giggled, “Oh, you’re cute too, Thomas. But John’s the cutest boy in school.”

Julie said, “Well, that’s how the book described him anyways. Hey, my boyfriend Brad is supposed to be cute too. We all have cute boyfriends. We’re the popular girls, remember?”

Thomas looked at Cindy and Julie as if they were from Mars. He said, “What book? What are you talking about?”

Cindy just smiled at Thomas and said, “Don’t worry about it. I’m going to go find John. See you guys at lunch?” She then scampered off towards a group hanging out in front of the school.

Julie grinned at me and said, “Yeah, I’m going to find Brad. Have fun, Kat!”

“Hey!” I almost shouted. “We need to stick together!”

Without stopping, Julie turned and said, “No, we don’t. I don’t even know what we’re supposed to do before lunch. The narrator follows Cindy, so we’re on our own. Enjoy your boyfriend.” She then laughed as she ran off.

Thomas stopped, and because he had my hand, I stopped too. He grinned at me and said, “Yeah. Enjoy your boyfriend!” He pulled me close and kissed me hard. Mixed feelings blasted through me. I was completely revolted on one side at the thought that I was being kissed by a guy. And for reasons I wasn’t sure of, his kiss was making me melt inside.

When Thomas pulled away and rubbed his nose gently against mine in the cool, spring air, before I could control it, I blurted out in a soft voice, “I love you, Thomas.” I gave him a weak smile. I was shocked. I seemed forced to say it. Actually, compelled was a better word.

Thomas grinned at me, placed one of his hands over my ear and stuck his fingers in my hair. He said, “I love you too, babe. You’re the sweetest girl I’ve ever known.”

Looking up at him slightly, I pressed my lips against his in a sweet, gentle kiss and then smiled sweetly at him. I wanted to run away… to throw up. Scream in this nightmare. But all I did was stand there, looking dreamily into his eyes.

“Come on,” said Thomas. “We don’t want to be late to school again.”

I giggled and said, “No! I can’t afford to get into more trouble!” I wonder what trouble I’d gotten into.

At the entrance to the school, Thomas squeezed my hand and said, “Hey, catch ya later, okay? Don’t forget you promised to help me tonight to write that essay for English.”

I stood there for a second, waiting to be compelled to say something again, but nothing came to me. Thomas just stood there looking expectantly at me. I said, “Sure. I won’t forget.” That seemed to satisfy him, and he disappeared into the bowels of the school.

I just stood there in the doorway, unsure of where I was supposed to go. I had no idea what my classes were, and if I did, I had no idea where anything was at this school.

As I stood there, some girl pushed past me with a look of annoyance on her face. She said, “Move, bitch! Sheesh.” She turned to the girl next to her and said, “Some people, huh?”

I stepped inside the school to get out of the doorway and moved to one side. I closed my eyes for a moment and tried to relax. Suddenly, I knew just where my class was. If we didn’t act, something here was forcing the issue. It seemed we had limited free will here. We had to follow that stupid book. But every second of every day isn’t accounted for in stories. These gaps had to be filled in somehow, especially for those of us who are only secondary characters.

I still felt weird and also normal at the same time, being a girl. When I thought of it, memories of being a little girl poured in: background information such as my dad being killed in a car accident by a drunk driver five years ago and how my mom has been struggling to raise me on her own. I remembered my first date with Thomas and how he kissed me on my front porch.

All these memories flooded my brain as I walked to my first class. It suddenly became hard to separate these false memories from my real ones. I had to force myself to know that my real dad wasn’t dead and that it was impossible for me to have memories of having my first period. I still haven’t had the chance to explore this female body I now have.

The classes leading up to lunch were nothing notable. They were just high school classes like I remembered from real life. I apparently was making good grades. I seem to be well-liked by most of the people I ran into, but I really don’t have many close friends. I never used to be, but now I’m painfully shy.

I wondered what Kim, now Cindy, was doing. She was the central character in the stupid girl’s book we’re stuck in. She’s probably having a grand time, getting to live the life of one of her favorite characters. Melody, now Julie is probably enjoying herself as well. For me, I don’t think it was fair of whatever method we were put here to have sucked me into as well. I can think of hundreds of books I’d rather be in than this one. And how are we here? Magic? Really? I don’t believe in magic. Were we put in some kind of group hysteria? Or, maybe this was just my dream. Kim and Melody don’t have to be part of my dream. But how would I know about the contents of the book? I started to have a headache.

It was finally lunch, and as I came out with my tray, I spotted Cindy and Julie. Julie waved at me and motioned for me to hurry over. They both looked excited. I guess they were having a good time.

“Hey guys,” I said as I sat down across from both of them. “How are you doing?”

Julie looked fit to burst. She gushed, “Brad asked me to the prom. I expected him to, but now it’s official!”

I said, “That’s great, Julie. Do you have a dress yet?”

Grinning, Julie said, “Oh yeah. I got my prom dress a month ago. Dad actually growled when he had to pay for it.”

Cindy said, “I got my dress online. It’s gorgeous, but it wasn’t any cheaper. John hasn’t asked me to the prom yet. If he knows what’s good for him, he’d better. What about you, Kat? Has Thomas asked you yet? What does your dress look like?”

I felt a sudden sadness wash over me as I looked down at my plate of food and idly stabbed at it with my fork. I said, “I’m probably not going. Mom can’t afford a dress, and Thomas hasn’t even mentioned the prom. I don’t know.” I shrugged.

Julie looked shocked and said, “You have to go to the prom! It’s the biggest night of our lives. At least so far. At the bridal store where I got my gown, they had some inexpensive prom dresses under two hundred. We can help you pick one.”

I tried to smile and said, “Thanks. Mom couldn’t afford it if it was twenty dollars. And what’s the point? Thomas isn’t going to ask me anyway. I think he has to work that night.”

Cindy exclaimed, “Oh, Kat! I’m so sorry. Look, we want you to go with us. Julie and I will find a dress for you somehow, okay? But you need to work on Thomas. Will you let us help you?”

“I don’t know, guys,” I said glumly. “You guys do so much for me already. And Thomas just doesn’t seem interested.”

Julie said, “Screw Thomas if he’s going to be stupid and not ask one of the prettiest girls in school to prom! You can come without him. There’ll be boys there without dates.”

“I don’t know…” My voice trailed off.

Cindy said, “You’re going and that’s that, Kat!”

Glumly I looked at Cindy and asked, “Can I get out of this book? I really don’t want to go to the prom, especially with a guy.”

Julie just gave me a blank look and said, “Book? What are you talking about? And, of course, you want to go to the prom!”

Cindy looked blank for a moment, then frustrated. She said, “Just enjoy this opportunity to live a new life for a few days.” She then gave me another blank look and said, “What are you talking about? And, yes, you’re going to the prom!”

#

School was finally over, and I had put what I needed for homework in my book bag. I have to admit, I was feeling a bit depressed – mostly because of the prom of all things. I’d decided weeks ago that unless Thomas asked me, there was no way I was going. No other boy had asked me since I’m sure everyone assumed Thomas would. We’ve been dating for a whole year.

As I exited the school doorway, I heard a familiar voice from behind. He said, “Hey, KitKat.”

My spirit lifted a bit when I turned around. I said, “Hey, Thomas! I haven’t seen you all day.”

“I’ve been thinking,” said Thomas in a serious tone. “About us, actually.”

“Oh?” I said, starting to feel worried.

He walked up to me and took my hands in his. He studied my hands for a few moments. He said, “Yeah. About where we’re going. What it means. Stuff like that.”

I gave him a weak smile and said, “I like where we're going.”

He smiled back and said, “Me too. That’s why, KitKat, I want to ask you to the prom.”

I gave him a huge smile, pulling my hands free so I could wrap my arms around his neck. I said, “Oh, Thomas! I’d love to go to the prom with you! I was beginning to think you weren’t going to ask.” I kissed him.

Thomas laughed and said, “I was trying to build up the courage.”

Looking straight into his deep blue eyes, I said, “We’ve been dating a year, silly.”

“I know,” he said. “But it’s still a big date… bigger than our usual dates. Plus, I had to beg to get that night off.”

And then, standing right in front of the school, breaking all the rules, we stood there and kissed for a very long time. He held me close, and I was in heaven.

#

I slammed the screen door as I bounded into the house and shouted, “Mom! Mom!”

Mom came out of the kitchen, still drying a plate. “Don’t slam the door, Katherine! And what are you so excited about?”

I hugged Mom and said grinning, “Thomas asked me to the prom!”

Mom smiled at me and said, “That’s wonderful, honey. But what are you going to wear?”

My smile faded. I looked at the floor and said, “That’s right. I can always wear that dress Aunt Sue got me for Easter last year.”

Mom shook her head and said, “That’s hardly a fitting prom dress. Let’s see if we can find something better.” Mom walked over to the hall closet and opened the door. There were no dresses in the hall closet. That’s where we kept our coats and sweaters.

Mom reached way back into the closet and struggled to remove a large brown box that was long and wide, but not very deep. She placed it on the coffee table.

“Open that,” she said. “There might be something you can use in there.”

With growing excitement, I started to lift the top from the box. When I removed the lid, I put my hands over my mouth and started to cry. Folded inside the box, was a beautiful prom dress in pink, my favorite color. Tucked neatly in one corner were a pair of matching strappy three-inch sandals.

Still crying, I threw my arms around Mom and said, “Oh, Mom! It’s gorgeous! But how?”

Mom just smiled and shook her head. She said, “Don’t worry about it, honey. Now you know why I clip all those coupons when I go grocery shopping.” She started crying herself. She said, “Try it on.”

I ran to my room with the box and quickly got undressed, and took the dress from the box. I just stared at it for a minute, not believing what I saw. I put the dress and shoes on and walked back out to the living room.

Mom’s face just lit up when she saw me. “Oh, Kat! You’re so beautiful! If only your father could see you!” I stood in front of Mom and posed, spinning left and right.

I hugged Mom again and kissed her cheek. She was crying and trying to smile. There was still a sadness in her eyes. She was still an attractive woman, but she just looked tired.

“Thank you so much, Mom! I’m going to the prom!” I squealed.

#

“That’s great news!” said Julie on the three-way call. “I’m glad Thomas finally woke up.”

Cindy said, “Your mom must have been saving for a long time. That’s awesome she’d do that.”

“Yeah, she sacrificed a lot for me. I’m happy to have the dress, but I still feel bad about it,” I said.

Cindy said, “I know. I know you’ve been trying to get a part-time job for a long time to help her out. You’re bound to catch a break sooner or later.”

“And you got that scholarship, so college is mostly taken care of,” said Julie. “Don’t worry. I know things will work out.”

“I’m not sure if I should go to college. I mean, Mom needs me here,” I said.

“If you asked her if you should take advantage of that scholarship, what do you think she’d say?” asked Cindy.

“She’d tell me to go,” I said. “But of course, she’d say that.”

Julie said, “And she’d be right.”

Cindy said, “Hey. We have plenty of time to worry about the future. For now, let’s just focus on having a great time at the prom.”

#

I was watching the clock. It was eighth period and only ten minutes left, and it was Friday. Thomas was taking me out tonight, and I was excited about that. It was going to be Taco Bell and a movie, but it was also time for just me and Thomas to be together.

The PA system emitted several clicks, which always announced that the principal was about to say something. I couldn’t imagine anything important that had to be said in the last ten minutes of the day. Announcements were rare in any case. Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked towards the ceiling.

“Attention, students,” droned Principal Carter’s voice. She had a really irritating voice anyway. “I have an important announcement to make regarding prom this year. Due to budget shortfalls, prom is canceled. Repairs to the school due to last winter’s storm dug into several budget items. Since prom isn’t academic and is basically an archaic event that objectifies our young women anyway, we decided to axe it. That’s all. Have a good weekend.” There were a few more clicks over the speaker.

Some boys laughed. But most of the girls in the classroom just continued to stare blankly at the speaker. After a few moments of stunned silence, one of the girls in the class said, “They can’t do that! Does she know how much I spent on my dress?”

“That’s crazy! Prom is a tradition!”

“Thank God I don’t have to wear a tux this year.”

“This is terrible! I had plans!”

“I wasn’t going anyway. I have no desire to be just a Barbie doll.”

“Nobody would ask you anyway . . . .”

I started to cry, thinking about the dress my mom scrimped and saved for. How could they make such a stupid decision?

#

Cindy, Julie and I, along with our three boyfriends, all sat glumly at a table in Taco Bell. Cindy said we should all meet there after school and commiserate.

“This is insane!” said Julie. “How can they just take away prom? Everyone’s been making plans. Zoe is devastated. She’s been on the decorating committee planning everything for over a month. They’ve even bought some of the decorations. They already have an investment. Why throw that away?”

John said, “I talked to a teacher about it who was at the meeting where they decided to cancel the prom. He said they couldn’t afford to rent the ballroom at the hotel and couldn’t afford to hire a DJ. But he said the main reason is that Carter hates the prom. He said this cancellation is permanent.”

Cindy looked incredulous. She said, “Can she do that?”

John just shrugged. “Well, she did it, didn’t she?”

Julie said, “My dad was livid after I told him. My dress cost a lot, and now I don’t get to wear it. I begged him for months for it too.”

“Yeah. My mom cried when I told her. When I left to come here, she was just sitting on the couch with my dress in her lap,” I said, starting to tear up myself.

Julie said, “I don’t understand how they can say it was canceled because of budget thing? Isn’t that why we buy a ticket?”

John frowned and said, “That’s really just to cover the cost of catering. They lost money last year, from what I’ve heard. Then there’s the cost of the DJ, renting the ballroom.”

Suddenly, Cindy slapped the table top we were sitting at, making us all jump. She said, “This is bullshit! You know what? We’re going to make our own prom! We can rent the community building at the park for a day. I think that’s only something like fifty bucks.”

Julie said, “That’s an idea. But how are we going to pay for food and the DJ and other crap? Do you plan to sell tickets?”

Brad said, “Well, I know a guy who does DJ’ing. He owes me. I bet I could get him pretty cheap. And he’s good at it. And my dad actually has a disco ball he got back when he was a kid.”

“You know, instead of trying to cater it, we could ask everyone who comes to bring some food. Either something they made or bought. I mean, it’s not like the whole school is going to show up. If anyone, it’ll either just be us or our circle of friends,” said Cindy.

“Let’s do it,” I said. “It’s better than nothing!”

Thomas gave me a hug and said, “I agree. Let’s do it.”

Cindy grinned. “If we all pitch in twelve bucks or so now, that’ll probably cover the community building rental. I’ll get it reserved for next Saturday. As soon as we’re sure we have the building, everyone get on Facebook and Twitter and spread the word.”

John said, “I know a few businesses that might donate to the cause if we don’t mind putting up some advertising signs.”

Cindy shrugged and said, “If they don’t mind giving us money, I don’t mind putting up their sign.”

Cindy held up her soda cup as if she was making a toast and said, “Guys, we’re going to have a prom!”

I leaned over and kissed Thomas.

#

Thomas reached over and started to roll a window down. The windows were starting to fog over, and it was getting a bit too warm inside the closed car. Thomas was practically lying on top of me as we kissed passionately inside his car. It was Saturday night, and we’d made it as far as the mall parking lot where we’d planned to see a movie. But before we got out of the car, I’d kissed him. And then he’d kissed me, and we just didn’t stop.

Thomas had his hand up my tank top, kneading my breast through my bra. I was sucking on his tongue. We both were breathing hard. I could feel that I was getting wet. But as much as I loved Thomas, I just didn’t think I was ready to have sex with a boy yet.

There was a sudden light in my eyes. I looked out the window to see the mall security guy holding a flashlight aimed at us. The security guard said, “Kids, you need to find someplace else for that. Otherwise, I’ll have to ban you from the mall for a month.”

With the light still in our faces, Thomas disengaged himself from me and said, “Yes, sir. We were just leaving.” He slid back into the driver’s seat and started the car.

I just sat there and looked at Thomas as he drove from the parking lot. I felt so lucky to have him. He’s so nice. He’s gorgeous. I just love him so much! After school is over, we’ll have the whole summer to be together. But in the fall, we’re both planning on going to college. And not the same one. I wanted us to stay together.

Disappointment in his voice, Thomas said, “I guess I’ll just take you home. It’s starting to get late.”

I knew he wanted to have sex with me. And to be honest, I wanted to have sex with him as well. Being a virgin, I was hoping for something more special than just “doing it” in the backseat of his car. I admit that I’m a hopeless romantic.

Thomas pulled his car up to the curb in front of my house. He said needlessly, “Well, you’re home, babe.”

I smiled at him and said, “Thanks for taking me out. I had a good time, even if we didn’t get to see the movie.”

Grinning at me, Thomas said, “You’re welcome, babe.”

I leaned over and kissed him… a long deep kiss. I pulled away and said, “Good night.”

He smiled at me and said, “Good night, babe. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow at Cindy’s Prom Planning Meeting tomorrow.”

I said, “Yeah. She got the community building rented for next Saturday this morning.”

I leaned over and kissed him again. We kissed for a long time inside his car before I finally went inside my house.

#

“I think this is going to be a bigger event than we thought,” said Cindy while we were eating our lunch on Monday at school. “I think half the school has RSVP’d so far.”

Julie said, “I thought it was going to be mostly us and some friends.”

Shrugging, Cindy said, “We weren’t the only ones who were upset about prom being canceled. They still want to go to the prom. And we’re now THE prom.”

“You’re doing a good job on planning this, Cindy,” I said. “You’ve thought of everything.”

Looking a bit sheepish, Cindy said, “Thanks. I sure hope I’ve thought of everything!”

Julie nudged Cindy with her elbow and said, “Hey, why is she coming towards us?” Looking in the direction that Julie had her head inclined, we saw Principal Carter walking in our direction.

“Hello, girls,” said Principal Carter. “What’s this I hear that you are putting on your own prom? I really don’t see why? It’s a lot of trouble and expense just to objectify yourselves.”

“Well, we already went to the expense of buying our dresses. We all had our expectations of a fun evening with our dates while following a grand tradition,” said Cindy after she swallowed a bite of her salad.

Frowning, Principal Carter said, “Now look, girls. Prom has been canceled. You can get a refund on your dresses.”

Julie said, “Our prom is a private party by invitation only.”

Principal Carter said, “What’s the point? Everyone in the school is invited.”

Cindy said, “You’re not.”

#

“I’m not going!” I cried tearfully into the phone.

Sounding incredulous, Cindy said, “What do you mean you’re not going? It’s tonight, and we’re all going to be there.”

“I don’t have a date,” I said, sniffling. “Thomas backed out. Said he needed to work, and that the prom was stupid anyway.”

“I thought he had the night off?” asked Cindy. “How can he walk out on you?”

“We had a big argument last night,” I said. “He got really mad.”

Cindy said, “John and I had a big fight this morning, but we’re still going. He even admitted he was wrong.”

“Anyway, I’m not going. I don’t want to be a wallflower. I’d rather just not go,” I said over the phone as I flipped idly through the channels on my TV.

“You’re going! You, Julie and I are a team. You have to go! It’s our prom!” said Cindy trying to sound upbeat.

“It’s your prom, Cindy. Not ours. I see no point in being there if my boyfriend won’t be there.” I started crying again.

Sounding stern, Cindy said, “It’s OUR prom. And you’re going. Even if we have to hog-tie you and drag you there!”

“I don’t know…” I said, feeling miserable.

“Brad and Julie will pick you up at six thirty. Be ready. Okay? Please, girl. I need my besties there.” Cindy hung up the phone.

I just sat there for a minute or two on the end of my bed, staring at the phone. Behind me, lying on the bed was the box with my prom dress in it. There was a knock at my door, and Mom entered the room.

“You’re not in your dress, honey. Shouldn’t you be getting ready?” asked Mom.

“I’m not going,” I said bitterly.

Mom sat on the bed next to me. She said, “Why…why not honey? You’ve been looking forward to this night for weeks.”

“Thomas canceled on me! Just like that! He calls and says, ‘Sorry, but I can’t go.’ Something about work, even though he said before he had the night off,” I said, feeling tears starting to well up again.

Mom patted my leg and said, “I’m so sorry, honey. You know Thomas would rather be with you than go to work! They might be short-handed there tonight.”

“Whatever his reason, Thomas isn’t taking me, so what’s the point in going?” I asked, staring at the floor.

“Well, to be with your friends,” said Mom. “I know they’ll want you there. Cindy put in a lot of effort to make this happen. She’s one of your best friends. She’ll be disappointed if you don’t go.”

I grunted out a humorless laugh. I said, “Cindy’s boyfriend will be there. So will Julie’s. I don’t want to be there by myself.”

“There will be other boys there to dance with, I’m sure,” said Mom.

I looked over at Mom and said, “I don’t want other boys, Mom. I love Thomas. He should be taking me.”

“Thomas can’t help it if his boss says he has to work. Jobs are scarce these days,” said Mom.

“He said he had the night off. And then he doesn’t. If he wanted to be with me, he’d find a way,” I said, on the verge of crying.

Mom frowned and said, “In the immortal words of The Stones, ‘You don’t always get what you want.’ Kat, you’re starting to sound like a little spoiled brat. You should go. You have your dress. You have your friends who also love you and have known you much longer than Thomas has. They’re expecting you to be there. “

She continued, “I know you love Thomas, but there are other boys in the world. You don’t have to love one to dance with one of them.” Mom’s eyes suddenly took on a faraway look as she said, “Trust me. You’ll regret not going to your prom when you get older.”

“I don’t know, Mom…” I started to say.

“You’re going, and that’s final,” said Mom a bit sternly. “You’re running late. Let me help you with your make-up, and you’ll probably need some help getting into your dress.”

#

“Kat!” exclaimed Cindy as I entered the already crowded community building. She hugged me as well as the skirts of our dresses would allow, and we both gave each other fake kisses on the cheek. “I’m so glad you came!”

“Thanks,” I said, looking around at the crowd in the darkened room. Brad’s disco ball was hung from the ceiling. Only half the room was darkened for the ball to make any effect.

Julie chuckled, “Brad and I practically dragged her to the car, and her mom shoved her through the car door. I wish we had video.”

Brad grinned and held up his phone, and said, “We do. It’ll be on Facebook later.”

“Hey!” I said. “That’s not exactly true.”

Julie laughed and said, “Neither of our dresses wouldn’t exactly fit in the car door! I hope we don’t have to pee later. We’ll never get inside the stall.”

Cindy laughed and pointed at the tables in the back of the room. “Well, enjoy yourselves. There’s plenty of food here, and the DJ is great.”

Julie said to Brad and me, “Let’s check out the food. I’m starved, but in this dress, I doubt I’ll be able to do much more than munch.”

There was a wide variety of food there: everything from homemade casseroles to fast-food fried chicken. The acoustics weren’t the greatest in the cinderblock community building, so the music was a bit too loud.

Almost the whole senior and junior class showed up. We had strung-up lights outside the building as well, and people were dancing and milling around outside as well as filling the building. By any measure, Cindy’s prom was a huge success.

I did try to enjoy myself, but it was hard without Thomas being there. Several boys asked me to dance, but I turned them down. I did dance with John and Brad because Cindy and Julie insisted. And I had to admit that I did enjoy dancing with them. I even danced with Julie.

The prom was about half over, and I was standing near the entrance talking to a couple of other girls who had no dates either when a familiar figure walked through the door. My heart leaped into my throat. It was Thomas! He wasn’t wearing a tux. Just a sport coat and clip-on bowtie. But I didn’t care what he was wearing.

Leaving the girls, I was talking with, I ran over to him. He gave me a shy smile as I squealed, “Thomas! You’re here!”

“Hey, Kitkat! I couldn’t miss your prom,” he said. He held out a wrist corsage of pink carnations and said, “Here. This is for you.” He helped slide it onto my hand.

“Thank you so much, Thomas! It’s beautiful,” I said as I took a sniff of the flowers. I looked at him sideways and said, “I thought you had to work.”

“I quit,” said Thomas seriously. “I told my boss if he wouldn’t let me come to the prom that I’d quit. So, I did.”

Now I felt awful. I said, “Oh, Thomas! I’m glad you’re here, but I wouldn’t have asked you to quit your job!”

Thomas shrugged and said, “It’s no big deal. Mr. Wilson at the hardware store has been trying to get me to come work for him anyway.”

I threw my arms around his neck and hugged him close. I said, “I love you, Thomas!” I kissed him on the cheek and left a lipstick mark.

Thomas smiled at me and said, “Would you like to dance?”

Grinning at him, I said, “I’d love to!”

Thomas took my hand and led me to the dance floor. I looked over at Cindy and Julie and they both grinned and gave me a thumbs’ up. My heart was soaring when Thomas put his hand on my hip, and we started to dance. I was so glad I had listened to Mom and my friends and came to the prom.

#

It was a beautiful, cool evening. Thomas and I took a little walk to get away from the crowd of the community building. The building was at the edge of a park, and there was a playground area nearby in the general direction that we were walking. He held my hand, and I held my heels in the other hand as I walked across the grass barefoot. The skirt of my dress made a gentle swishing sound.

We walked in silence until we reached the playground. Stopping next to a swing set, I said, “Thank you, Thomas. Thank you for coming to the prom and dancing with me.” I know I’ll remember this night forever – dancing with Thomas under the dancing lights of the disco ball, the DJ playing a few slow, romantic ballads.

We stood there, nose to nose, Thomas’ arms encircling my waist. He said, “I couldn’t have missed this. How could I not dance at the prom with the girl I love? It’s a special night for a very special girl.”

I smiled in the dark. The muffled sound of music from the prom drifted around us. “I really need to thank Cindy. None of this would be happening if it wasn’t for her.”

Thomas slid one hand up the back of my neck, running his fingers into my hair. He leaned in closer and said, “You can thank her later.” He then gently pressed his lips into mine.

We stood there in the dark, empty playground for what seemed like forever as we kissed. Long, deep, passionate kisses. Again, I felt a wet spot forming in my panties.

Laughing, I broke away from Thomas’ embrace and ran to swing. I sat down, my dress poofing out around me. I said, “Push me!”

“Hey…” said Thomas as he found himself standing there alone. Then with a grin, he walked behind me and gave me a big push as he said, “Sure!”

I giggled like a little girl as he pushed me higher and higher. Suddenly, he gave me a push a bit too hard, and my butt fell out of the swing, and I tumbled with a squeal into the surrounding soft sand.

“Are you okay?” asked Thomas as he rushed over to me and knelt beside me.

I grabbed his jacket collar and pulled, making him lose his balance, and he fell to the sand next to me.

“You crazy girl!” exclaimed Thomas as he pulled himself over me and held my shoulders. He bent down and kissed me passionately.

Laughing, I wriggled free and got up to run. I made it to the edge of the grass before he caught my arm, spun me around, and we both tumbled to the grass. Thomas pulled himself over me again and stared into my eyes.

“I love you, babe,” he said seriously.

“I love you too,” I said breathlessly.

As Thomas lay on top of me, kissing me, I could feel a hardness pushing into me. He squeezed my breasts, and we kissed. My nipples were standing erect. Thomas managed to pop a breast out of my dress, and he sucked and licked my nipple. My breathing quickened as he started to grind his still-clothed crotch against mine.

Thomas pulled away from me, gulped in some air and said in a breathy voice, “Oh God! I want you so bad.”

“I want you too, babe!” I said, barely able to breathe. I knew then I was about to lose my virginity. I WANTED to lose my virginity with Thomas. I watched as he quickly undid his belt and unbuttoned his pants. Before he pulled his pants down, he fumbled in one of his pockets and then pulled out a condom package.

As he pulled down his underwear, his manhood stood out like a flagpole. I had no idea he was so big. I pulled my skirt up, which made it hard to see Thomas. I quickly pulled my moistened panties down while getting short of breath.

Thomas seemed to be taking his time. I pulled my skirt down so I could see and saw him fumbling with the condom. I sat up and took the condom from his grasp. I felt a tingle as I touched his raging hard-on and slid the condom onto it. He gave me a sheepish grin as he then leaned into me. I collapsed backward as he pushed the poofy skirt down.

I couldn’t see much of Thomas, and I wasn’t really sure what he was doing at first. Then, I felt his penis rubbing against my vagina. His penis rubbed against my clitoris, and the sensation was almost more than I could take. And then I felt him push inside me.

At first, I was all, ‘oh my God, I’ve got a boy inside me!’ And then, as he started to cram it inside me, I was more ‘oh my God, that hurts!’ I even cried out in what definitely sounded more agony than ecstasy.

Thomas almost pulled out as he whispered, “Oh shit! I’m sorry babe. I’ll go slower.”

It still hurt, but not as much as he slowly slid his stiff manhood inside me. I moaned and gripped the grass as he slowly started pumping his penis in and out. As his cock moved more freely in and out, Thomas increased his speed. Without thinking, I squeezed my vagina against his cock as he continued to pump me. Just when I was starting to get really into it, he made one final deep thrust, and I felt his penis pulse. A wave of disappointment flowed over me when he was finished after barely a minute.

Thomas lay close next to me, his penis slowly shrinking but still pulsing inside me. I was glad I’d stuck that condom on him. And though it was over too quickly for me, I still lay there in the glow of my lost virginity. Still inside me, Thomas moved so he could kiss me.

“I love you, babe,” said Thomas with a goofy grin.

“I love you too, Thomas!” I said, gasping for air. I closed my eyes and felt him pull out of me. Eyes still closed, I reached over to touch him.

“Steve!” called a vaguely familiar girl’s voice. It seemed far away. The voice pulled me from what had to be a dream. A totally bizarre dream. A really stupid dream where I’d fallen in love with a boy and had sex with him.

My back hurt. I was apparently lying on the ground. As I tried to open my eyes, I just managed to make out the shape of trees. I was cold, and the grass I lay on was damp. Sun glinted through the leaves of those trees, and I could hear birds chirping. Why was I outside?

“Steve!” shouted a different girl’s voice. That was Julie… no… that was a dream. The voice belonged to Melody. That’s who it was.

I started to sit up. I was stiff from being cold and lying on dew-covered grass. I hoped I wouldn’t get sick. I saw two figures walking in my direction.

“Is that Steve?” asked the first voice. Now I recognized Kim’s voice. I almost called her Cindy.

Melody laughed and said, “Not unless he’s started wearing skirts.”

I finally managed to sit up and saw Kim and Melody walking up to me. Why are we all out here in the park? Where it’s cold?

Kim said, “Excuse me. Have you seen our friend Steve? Tall, goofy-looking guy around nineteen or so?”

As I started to stand, something seemed off. I said, “Have you been drinking again, Kim? I’m Steve.”

I stopped trying to stand up. That was not my voice.

Melody said, “Oh my God, Kim. He’s still Kat! He’s a girl!”

I looked at my dainty hand with the nails polished. I was wearing a short, tight skirt and a sweater. Long hair was tossed into my face by a gentle morning breeze. On the grass next to me was a purse. “What the fuck?” I shouted. “I thought I had a dream!”

Kim looked at me with a confused look. She said, “We all had the same dream. Or we were all in the book…” Her voice trailed away.

Melody said, “That didn’t really happen, did it? Just group hallucination?”

Kim asked, “How do you explain Steve?” She rushed up to me and helped me stand up. She said, “You still look like Kat from the book. Why did Melody and I wake up from the dream normal, and you’re a girl?”

Irritated by my own voice, I said, “You’re asking me? How the hell should I know?! How can I be a girl anyway?”

Melody said, “What was the last thing you remember doing in your dream?”

I screwed up my face in thought and said, “Thomas and I were by the playground behind the community building and he… and he… um… we…”

Kim gasped, and said, “You had sex with Thomas? A boy? Oh my God! Maybe that’s why you’re still a girl.”

Melody said, “I don’t think so. I had sex with Brad, and I’m not Julie anymore.”

Kim frowned and said, “You had sex too? Am I the only one here who didn’t have sex with her boyfriend?”

Melody laughed and said, “You didn’t have sex with him in the book, either!”

“Can you pipe down?” I asked. “I really don’t want the world to know I had sex with my boyfriend.”

Melody gave me a wry look as she said, “You still love him, don’t you?”

I frowned and said, “He doesn’t exist. So, no. And I’m not in love with my boyfriend.”

Kim said, “You keep calling him your boyfriend.”

“Will you stop?” I said, starting to get pissed.

Kim suppressed a chuckle and said, “Seriously though. There has to be a reason. Is your driver’s license in your purse?”

I picked up the purse and said, “I wouldn’t be a bit surprised.” It annoyed me that the thought that the purse was mine and that I’d just casually pick it up.

I opened the purse and found a girl’s billfold. I opened it and there in the center, clear pocket was a driver’s license. I just stared at it for a few moments.

“Well?” prompted Kim. “What does it say?”

I shook my head in disbelief at what I saw. “This is insane!”

Melody said, “What does it show for your name? Katherine?”

I looked up and said, “That’d be funny, wouldn’t it. No. It says my name is Stephanie. It also says I’m seventeen. I’m back to a restricted license until I turn eighteen in two weeks. But look at this. My address is still the same. And crap! It’s my student ID card. I haven’t graduated yet, apparently. And this… this picture of me, Mom and Dad. Remember my family vacation two years ago when I fell off Pike’s Peak? Here’s that picture of us sitting on that perpetual “It’s cold” sign. But… but I’m a girl.”

Kim shook her head. “This is totally bizarre. I mean. Like, you’re so a girl. But you look like Kat from our mutual dream. And your life is almost your life. But different.”

“Excuse me, ladies?” said a voice from behind us. We all turned around and all three of our jaws dropped. A boy had walked up to us without us knowing about it.

I squinted at the boy and said with surprise, “Thomas?”

The boy laughed and said, “Good guess. But no. My name is Rick.”

Kim stood there, frozen. She whispered, “He looks just like Thomas from our dream!”

I grinned and said, “He does, doesn’t he?”

Melody said, “Maybe it was more than just a mutual dream.”

Rick said, “My family just moved to this town over the weekend. I know the school is somewhere just over that small hill, but I was wondering if one of you very pretty girls would be kind enough to show me how to get there? Maybe show me around the school too.”

Kim said, “Your family moved to a new town just months before school ends?”

Looking annoyed, not at us, but at having to move, Rick said, “Oh, believe me. I fought with my dad something awful over it. I didn’t really have a girlfriend, but I had asked a girl to the prom. I really hated having to tell her we were moving. And all my friends…” He frowned and shrugged.

Melody said, “Well, prom here is just around the corner. Maybe you’ll meet a girl here to take to it.”

Rick smiled and said, “Well, I doubt there’s enough time for that. Well, anyway. I’ll try to find the school. Maybe I’ll see you there.”

I blurted, “Hey. I’ll take you. My name’s Ka…Stephanie. Nice to meet you, Rick!”

Rick smiled and said, “Nice to meet you too, Stephanie.”

As we started walking towards the school, I turned back around and said, “Hey. See you guys at lunch!” I waved, and they both waved back at me. Melody wore a huge grin.

As Rick and I walked slowly towards school, chatting about which students to avoid and hopeful picks for classes, I kept thinking about that stupid dream.

I’m going to have to buy that book.

The End

###


Bad Romance

“Stop! Stop!” cried Saul. “Can you go be a spaz somewhere else?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “What? I’m just dancing here.”

“You’re being a major distraction,” Saul said, frowning. “This video is serious shit here, man. It’s going to launch me and Malcolm’s musical career, and we don’t need you prancing around like an idiot in it.”

Malcolm laughed, “Give him a break Saul. I thought it was funny. Very creative. And it kinda went with the music.”

Saul looked over his glasses at Malcolm. “You’re shittin’ me, right? Ross is an idiot. Why is he even here?” Saul and my friend Malcolm had written a song and were making a video to send to a music video contest. Superstar Reggie McGuiness would select the winner.

I huffed at Saul. “I’m the idiot that drove Mal here.”

Saul adjusted his phone, sitting on top of a tripod to use its camera. We were actually set up in Saul’s backyard. The trees and the ivy made a much nicer background than all the crap that’s hanging on his garage wall. And the acoustics suck in his garage too.

Malcolm chuckled. “Hey. You’re the one that said we should have a dancer.”

Saul rolled his eyes. “A girl dancer. Not this freak. Okay, let’s try this again.”

Malcolm picked up his instrument and repositioned his chair. “Ross kinda looks like a girl with that long blonde hair of his and being so skinny.”

Saul frowned at me, “Okay, Ross. Do your dancing in the background and try not to knock anything over.” He started the video recording on his camera. “From the top. Let’s do this.”

Instead of being a spaz like earlier, I was actually trying to do an exotic dance. I know it’s not exactly a jock thing to do, but I’ve been taking dance since elementary school. My dad, of course, hoped I’d go out for sports, but he gave up that dream after I was assigned a female dance role numerous times as I just don’t have the upper body strength that a male dancer needs. And I really don’t mind. I just like to dance. Dad hates it.

When the song finished, wearing a huge grin, Saul hopped over to his phone to stop the recording. “That was perfect! We’re bound to win that contest now. Good job on the dancing, Ross. Thanks for not being a spaz for once.”

I laughed. “I’m just glad I could be a part of history being made.”

We all high-fived each other.

Saul turned off his keyboard and scratched his crotch. “I’m hungry. Who’s up for Whataburger?”

Later that day Saul boxed up a flash drive with an edited copy of their music video and mailed it off to the contest. Saul was already trying to figure out what he was going to spend his millions on.”

#

“What the fuck?!” came the high-pitched shout from Saul as he stared at the letter he’d gotten from the contest. He slapped the paper. “This is bullshit, man! Total bullshit!”

“Let me see that.” Malcolm took the paper from Saul’s hands. We had been sitting in Saul’s parent’s living room playing video games when the mail arrived. Malcolm scanned the letter and tossed it to me. “That’s pure bullshit!”

I scanned the letter and then suddenly jumped to my feet, knocking the game controller to the floor. “Bullshit! That’s crazy!” My voice incredulous, I shouted, “They want to hire me? Well, I guess they mean me by ‘that wonderful girl dancing in the background’ for a video with Reggie himself? Seriously?”

Malcolm shook his head. “They said our video is not what they’re looking for at this time and to try again next year. Those fuckers! Our song was great!”

“It says to send the girl’s picture and portfolio to Bat Guano Studios in Burbank, California,” I said, re-reading the letter. “They mean me, right? I mean… it’s not like there was another dancer, was there?”

Throwing his empty soda can at me, Saul shouted angrily, “Of course, they mean you, you little faggot!”

Malcolm jumped up and pushed on Saul’s chest. “Just back off, Saul! There’s nothing gay about being a dancer. Much.”

“So, I’m petite,” I said, waving my arms in the air. “That’s just me, okay? I’m sorry about your video, okay? We’ll call them and tell them there isn’t a girl. It’s just me.”

Saul fell back onto the couch. He tossed the envelope the letter had come in at me. “You call them. You’re the one they’ve offered a job to!”

I folded the letter and put it in my pocket. “Look. First thing Monday, I’ll call up Reggie and tell him sorry, but I’m not a girl. I mean. Thinking I’m a girl is just bullshit, right? I’ll set them straight.”

#

“You know this is nuts, right?” asked Malcolm for the fortieth time since leaving for L.A. We’d just exited our taxi in front of the hotel, the Safari Inn, where the studio had booked us a room. The hotel looked like a motel to us. We’d taken an early flight on Reggie’s private jet, and it was still mid-morning.

“You’ve said that about forty times already. You can quit now,” I said, feeling annoyed. “Enjoy yourself! We’re in L.A. We’re only going to be here four or five days.”

As we walked into the hotel, Malcolm frowned, “Actually, we’re in Burbank. It still pisses me off that even after telling them you’re a guy, they still want you for the girl dancer in the video.”

I grinned at Malcolm. “What can I say? I’m special.” Malcolm just rolled his eyes.

After we checked into the hotel and notified the studio we’d arrived, the studio sent a guy over to measure me. He phoned in the measurements and informed us that we should expect a package of new clothes for me to wear and would arrive in about two hours. I was instructed to wear only these clothes until we left. Malcolm and I looked at each other and shrugged.

An hour and a half later, a package arrived. I groaned when we opened it. Inside were nothing but girls’ clothes, including lingerie, panties and bras. What the hell am I supposed to do with a bra? There was also a bag of make-up, but nobody said I was required to wear it. I set it aside. A phone call a bit later said to be showered, shaved all around and dressed in something feminine and ready to go at four o’clock. Malcolm could come as well. Malcolm was acting as my manager. Actually, I just didn’t want to be here by myself.

At four, we got a call from the lobby that said a taxi was waiting for us. After we left the room to head for the stairs, Malcolm took a long look at me.

“You know… you are actually kinda cute in that skirt,” said Malcolm with a grin.

Scowling, I said, “You can cut that shit right now.”

As we descended the stairs, we met a woman, and I guessed her daughter just starting to come up the stairs. The daughter wasn’t more than five years old, I guessed. The girl tugged on her mother’s hand and pointed at me. “Look, Mommy. Isn’t she beautiful?”

I had to kick Malcolm to keep him from laughing.

At the offices of the studio, the receptionist said, “They’re expecting you, miss. Go right on in.”

Being referred to as “miss” got my hackles up, but with my hair and the clothes I was wearing, I couldn’t blame her.

As we entered, three men in suits and Reggie himself stood up. We shook hands all the way around and introduced ourselves. Reggie then directed that Malcolm and I sit.

Reggie McGuiness walked around to the front of the desk and leaned back against it. “Miss Bolger, let’s just cut to the chase. Oh, sorry, Mr. Bolger. Or do you mind if I call you, miss? I think it’d be less confusing. Oh good, thanks. Anyway, let’s cut to the chase.” He nodded to one of the suits.

“Miss Bolger, we contacted your school, and we were very impressed with your grades as well as the body of work you’ve already completed,” said an emotionless, dour-looking man sitting behind Reggie. “So we are confident that you’ll do professional-level work.”

Interrupting, Reggie said, “You wouldn’t be here right now otherwise. Oh. Don’t mind me. Continue.”

The man nodded to Reggie. “We’ll need to get you set up with the union. We’ll do that tonight. We’ll also do a make-up test and take some pictures tonight. You can have copies for your professional portfolio.”

Reggie said, “So after make-up and the photo shoot, I’ll give you a quick tour and show you where you’ll be rehearsing as well as dancing. Have you ever used a green screen before?” I shook my head. “It’s an interesting process. You’ll do all your dance moves in front of the screen. We’ll have some props also painted green that you can interact with. We’ll add you in later. My music isn’t even finished yet.”

Feeling disappointed, “So I won’t get to perform with you in person?”

Reggie laughed, “Oh goodness no. Well, there might be some shots that I’ll have to be present for.” He then pointed at Malcolm. “You, sir, as her manager, will stay here and sign the various contracts and then you’ll be free to go. I’ll have a treat for Miss Bolger when we’re done with the tour.”

Malcolm frowned at being left alone with the lawyers. As I stood up, I said with a cheerful smile, “You’re such a wonderful manager!” I’m glad looks can’t kill.

Reggie led me down a few halls to a small room adjoining a larger room lined in green. Two women were waiting. Reggie grinned at both when we enter.

“Thank you so much for waiting for us, ladies. This is Rose Bolger. Please make her presentable for photographs as well as a night on the town.” He looked me up and down. “Well, as much as we can with the way she’s dressed.” We’d decided “Ross” wasn’t a good name for a girl, so Reggie brilliantly came up with Rose. I learned later, after looking at the contracts, that one of the stipulations I was to follow was that I was to never reveal that Rose is actually a male. So basically, if I wanted to try to get a dancing gig as Ross, I couldn’t use this video shoot on my resume.

The make-up girls only spent about half an hour on me. One worked on my make-up, and the other did my nails. I was worried they were going to slather a ton of make-up, but they went fairly light. They said I was a natural and didn’t need a lot of make-up.

When they were done with me and had put away their brushes, and my nails had dried, Reggie swaggered back into the room. He took a long look down his nose at me and gave a low whistle. With a wide grin he exclaimed, “Outstanding! Good work, ladies. Thanks for staying over tonight.”

The woman who had done my make-up smiled. “You’re very welcome, Mr. McGuiness.” They then proceeded to exit the room.

Taking my arm, Reggie said, “Come this way, Rose... it’s okay to call you Rose, right? Terrific. Come into the room next door.”

Reggie led me into the adjoining room. It was a large room, but not particularly large for a sound stage. A large green sheet was hung from the ceiling, and the floor was carpeted with green.

Reggie waved his arm to encompass the whole room. “This is where we’ll shoot your dancing. At the time of the shoot, we’ll have some stairs and a few other items for you to interact with.”

Puzzled, I asked, “How can I dance a routine if the music isn’t even done yet?”

Reggie laughed. “You sound like my producer. We have the music; it just hasn’t been orchestrated yet. My choreographer is brilliant, and she’s already choreographed all the dancing. Let’s go across the hall. That’s where you’ll rehearse because this room is already rented out for tomorrow.” We started to walk across the hall. “We’ll do the photoshoot there as well.”

I looked at my hands as we walked the short distance to the next room. I’ve never worn nail polish before. It felt weird, which surprised me. The make-up annoyed me too, though I have worn some make-up before for the dances where I danced a girl’s part. I didn’t care for it then, either.

When we entered the room, Reggie broke into a wide grin and gave the man there a big bro-style handshake. “Walt, my man! Meet Miss Bolger. I just need a standard set, okay?”

Walt smiled. “You got it Mr. McGuiness.” Pointing at me, Walt continued, “Miss. If you’ll just have a seat.” He then proceeded to tell me to face a certain way, looking up, down and all around as he took my picture.

Reggie grinned when Walt was done. “All right! Thank you, Walt!”

Walt smiled back. “Always a pleasure, Mr. McGuiness.” He pointed at me he said, “You sure have a knack for spotting the best ones.”

Reggie laughed. “That I do, sir! That I do.”

Reggie then linked arms with me again. “And now for that treat, Rose.”

He led me from the studio and up to a waiting limousine. The sky had gone almost totally night. He opened the rear door and motioned that I enter. “Ladies first.”

Getting into the back seat of the limo while wearing a tight short skirt was a bit problematic. It took a couple of tries, but I finally managed to slide in without flashing the whole world. There was only Reggie, but still. I’d have to get out and back into this thing later, I’m sure.

Reggie was oddly silent while the limo proceeded to whatever destination it was headed for. The darkened windows made it difficult to see outside. Also, I thought it odd that he changed to a flashier shirt and added a jacket along the way.

We parked in front of one of those swanky nightclubs. The chauffeur opened our door, and Reggie stepped out, turned and offered a hand to assist me. Unlike some celebrities, I managed to keep my knees mostly together as I got out. My eyes were suddenly assaulted by colorful and bright flashing lights. There was loud music and dozens of people talking at once.

Reggie put out his arm for me to hold on to. I was grateful to hold onto something. This was way beyond any experience I’ve ever had. There was a long line of people along the sidewalk waiting to get into the club. A very large doorman with a shaved head and a black t-shirt that didn’t hide his muscles at all kept the crowd at bay. We walked right past all of them.

The doorman or bouncer or whatever he was nodded to us and opened the chain to let us in. “Good evening, Mr. McGuiness.” People suddenly had their phones up, quickly snapping pictures of us. Talk about being embarrassed!

We walked right in. The interior was fairly dark, with strobe lights and other lighting effects flashing on the crowd. The live band was loud. Dozens of people on the dance floor. People sitting at small tables consuming alcohol. We walked past all that and went up some stairs. I clung desperately to Reggie the whole time so I wouldn’t get lost.

At the top of the stairs, Reggie led me over to a large, semi-private booth where four slender, but well-muscled, and even a guy would have to say, nice-looking black men – all sharply dressed. There were two gorgeous and busty black women with them, wearing huge earrings and very tight cocktail dresses. I felt hopelessly underdressed.

Putting his hands on my shoulders, Reggie addressed the people in the booth, “Guys, this is Rose. I need to attend to some business in the back. I’d like for you to keep her entertained while I’m gone.”

One of the men grinned and gave Reggie a thumbs’ up. “You got it, boss!” To me, he said, “Sit down and relax.”

I smiled nervously, and as I started to sit down, the man who had spoken to me snapped his fingers at a waitress standing near the booth. “Bring a drink for the lady.”

After I was seated, he slid an arm behind me and held his other hand out for a shake. “Glad to meet you, Rose. I’m Donny. That’s Bill. He’s Frank, and that guy over there goes by Zero. And that’s Charlene and Julie. We’re Reggie’s backup dancers.” He then passed the drink to me that the waitress had brought.

I just held the glass. I’m not much of a drinker. I smiled at everyone. “It’s nice to meet you. That’s so cool that you’re all dancers. I’m a dancer.”

Frank chuckled. “Yeah. We know. Reggie told us he’d hired a new dancer for his video.”

“I hope that’s okay,” I said, looking around at everyone and annoyed that Donny still had his arm around my shoulders.

Frank gave me a dismissive wave. “No, man. It’s cool. He does that a lot.”

Donny gave me a bit of a squeeze. “Yeah. Reggie is always spotting some chick he likes and hires her for his video. That’s how Julie joined the team.”

I looked over at Julie. “That’s so cool. Do you all like being backup dancers?”

Zero leaned forward. “Best gig in the world.” There were nods all around.

Donny suddenly stood up and extended his hand to me. “Would you like to dance?”

I smiled at Donny and set my glass on the small round table in front of me, and then took his offered hand. “I’d love to,” I said honestly. These guys were pros. I’d seen them in action before in concert videos, and after learning who they were, I was starting to recognize them. While Donny may have a different interest in asking me to dance, I just couldn’t pass up a chance to dance with a seasoned professional.

Donny led me by the hand down the stairs and out to the dance floor. The music was so loud! The lights flashing and blinking made for a surreal environment. People all around were thrashing around in their dancing. Apparently, there wasn’t much slow dancing here.

I stood for a moment and watched Donny go through a few moves, and then I tried to match him. In a minute or two, it looked like we were performing a rehearsed dance together. The next song started, and we just kept it up. I never had so much fun in my life. It was a blast! I lost all track of time and didn’t realize how tired I was getting.

The band finally took a break, and Donny said, “Whoa. I need a drink. Girl, that was some killer dancing. You should be one of us.”

As he took my hand to lead me back up the stairs, breathing hard, I said, “Thanks! But I don’t think I could do this all the time.”

Donny smiled at me. “Don’t give me that shit, girl. You’re a natural.”

When we arrived back at the booth, Reggie was there signing a few autographs. He grinned when he looked up and saw me. “Ah, you’re back. I’m guessing you had a good time?”

Donny let go of my hand, and I plopped down in an empty seat. “That was really great. Thanks for bringing me here.”

Donny sat in the empty seat next to me and threw his arm around my shoulder, and pulled me close to him. “Reg, this chick is hot! I’m serious, man. You should hire her.”

As he signed another autograph, Reggie laughed. “I did hire her.”

Donny waved his free arm in protest. “No, boss. I mean permanently. Like one of us.”

Reggie looked over at Donny. “She’s that good?” Donny nodded. “Well, that’s something to consider, isn’t it?”

Reggie looked over at me. “Well, Rose, I think I should take you back to your hotel so you can get a good rest for tomorrow’s rehearsal. Your boyfriend… I mean manager is probably wondering where you went.” Boyfriend? Where did that come from?

Faking anger, Donny said, “You didn’t tell me you had a boyfriend! Shit!”

Holding his arm out for me to take, Reggie said, “Let’s go, sweets.”

I waved to everyone in the booth. “Good night! Nice meeting you!” They all either waved or raised their glass. Donny winked at me.

Reggie didn’t say a word as we walked through the crowd and exited the club. After we got inside his limo, Reggie relaxed in his seat. “I’m glad you had a good time, Rose. And sorry about the boyfriend comment. I’m not trying to imply anything. But I think Donny likes you.”

I shrugged. “I like him too. He’s a great dancer.”

Reggie laughed and shook his head. He then made a circle with the fingers of one hand and poked a finger from his other hand through it several times. “No. I think Donny *really* likes you.”

My eyes widened. “Oh. Oh shit! Thanks then. I wondered why you said that.”

Reggie patted a spot on the seat next to him, indicating he wanted me to move closer. He then put his arm around my shoulders. Sheesh.

“So, you’d like to be a professional dancer?” Reggie pulled me a bit closer.

I glanced down at our shoulders touching. “Well, it’s always a daydream, right? It’s not like there’s any call for dancers in the town I live in.”

Hunching his shoulders, Reggie asked, “Any reason you’ve kept living there?”

I shook my head. “No. Not really. I was born there.”

Pointing his finger at me, Reggie said, “Well, if you ever decide to spread your wings, little girl, and move out this way, give me a call. I’ll set you up with people. The rest would be up to you.”

“Why can’t I just come work for you?” I asked naively.

Reggie smiled. “You don’t have the experience yet to be on my crew, but you definitely have talent. Trust me. Donny wasn’t saying that shit just to get in your panties. He knows talent when he sees it.”

I hung my head and looked down at my feet. “He thinks I’m a girl, too… which I’m not. I doubt those people you mentioned would be interested. Everyone who’s interested me, including you, thinks I’m a girl. Which, as you see, I’m not.”

Reggie laughed. “Are you sure? Donny also knows a beautiful woman when he sees one. Maybe you should look deeper into yourself.”

Before I could ask what he meant, the limo stopped in front of my hotel.

I smiled shyly and said, “I guess this is where I get off. Thanks for the great evening, Mr. McGuiness.”

Reggie grinned. “Call me Reg.”

I smiled back and got out of the car, and headed into the hotel.

#

“I can’t believe you’d go to a club and not invite me.” Malcolm sounded genuinely disappointed.

I was trying to insert a gaff I’d made from searching Google. “Hey. I didn’t know we were going there until we got there. Besides. You wouldn’t have liked it. There were people having fun there.”

“Ha. I have fun,” said Malcolm as he gave me a strange look. “What are you doing?”

“It’s called a gaff,” I said as I pulled my panties up. “I’m wearing leotards to dance in. I really don’t want the big guy to pop out.”

Malcolm laughed. “You mean the little guy.”

I frowned. “Have you been peeking again?”

Malcolm knitted his brow. “No. I… Hey. Knock it off!”

As we walked across the hotel parking lot to get to the waiting taxi, a female voice shouted, “Oh my God! Look! It’s her!”

We looked around and saw everyone staring at us. There was a woman pointing at us, and she was holding one of those stupid gossip papers. I walked up to her, trying to see the cover. I tried to take it.

Scowling, she jerked it away from me. “This is mine. Get your own, bitch!”

I shouted at the retreating woman, “I just want to see!”

Malcolm pointed to a newspaper rack by the registration desk. We ran over to it, and I plucked one from the rack. My eyes went wide when I saw the picture plastered on the front page of several of them.

It was a picture, poor quality, I might add, of me with Reggie! The headline on one read, “Rock Mega-star Reggie McGuiness seen with mystery woman at local dance club.” Another blared the question, “Who is Reggie dating now?” Another stupidly shouted in bold type, “Is she even legal? Bouncer at club tried to refuse to let Reggie McGuiness’ latest sex toy from entering the club, claiming she was only sixteen!”

I pointed at the last one and said, “That’s not even the club we went to. They’re making shit up!”

Malcolm looked at me sideways. “Sex toy? Y’all were gone a long time.”

With nostrils flaring I growled, “Shut. The. Fuck. Up.”

Malcolm just laughed. “Come on, you teen sex toy you. Let’s get to the studio.”

#

“I’m sorry, Rose,” said Reggie looking at one of the gossip papers after I had arrived at the studio to rehearse. We were waiting for the choreographer. Malcolm wasn’t happy to be sent back to the hotel. “I’m glad that happened, though.”

“Oh? You are?” I asked, not understanding.

Reggie just grinned. “I am glad you had a good time, but the main reason for taking you to the club last night was exposure. I knew there would be paparazzi there and they’d go crazy seeing you there with me. You’re in my new video, and I wanted to create buzz about it. What better way than to get free advertising?”

I held up one of the papers. “This one claims I’m your sex toy!”

Reggie laughed. “That’s great, isn’t it?”

Scowling, I said, “No. It’s not true! What will they say when I go home?”

Reggie just shook his head. “There’s no such thing as bad buzz. If you want to work in this town, this helps you as much as it helps me. And be honest, do you really think even your own mother would recognize you from those pictures?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Growing up, I was sure Mom had eyes in the back of her head and X-ray vision.”

The door opened, and in walked who I assumed to be the choreographer. She was dressed in pink and black leotards and had her hair pulled back into a ponytail. I decided that was a good idea and pulled my hair into a ponytail as well.

She smiled as she approached us. “Hey, Reg. Good to see you again. Still young girls, eh?”

Reggie laughed. “She’s twenty.”

The woman laughed too. “And how old are you?”

Shaking his head, Reggie chuckled. “Touché. Oh, and this is Rose’s first job. Don’t scare her away.” He turned and started walking away.

The woman grinned as she held out her hand. “Nice to meet you, Rose. I’m Elisabeth. You can just call me Liz. Despite Reg’s joke, I am very strict. So, honey, if I don’t think you’re good enough, you won’t be dancing any of my dances.”

I just nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” Bitch.

The morning was tough. I’ve never worked so hard at dancing before. Liz wasn’t kidding. She drove me hard, past what I thought my limits were. I learned new techniques as well. I never thought it was possible for me to do splits. Well, I can now.

She allowed me a half-hour break for lunch. Malcolm had snuck by to watch, and we went across the street to get a burrito. When we got back, Liz asked him to leave as he’d be a distraction. After he left, she complimented me on my choice of boyfriend.

The afternoon was grueling, but I learned a lot from Liz and got the dance down forward and backward. She literally made me do the dance backwards.

Reggie entered the studio as we were finishing up. He clapped after I finished the dance.

“How did she do?” asked Reggie, knitting his brow a bit.

Liz smiled as she wiped the sweat from her forehead. “She did great, Reg. That’s one hard-working little girl there. I’d even put her in one of my shows.”

Reggie beamed. “High praise indeed! Can I pick them, or can I pick them?”

As she was walking past him, she patted Reg on the arm. “You sure can pick them. I’ll be here tomorrow morning for the shoot. She’s got it. We’ll be done before noon. Oh. And do this one a favor, okay? Don’t fuck her.” She continued on her way.

“I assure you I have nothing but honorable intentions towards this girl,” Reggie shouted to Liz as went out the door. I heard Liz laughing.

Reggie turned to me and grinned. “Excellent, girl. Just excellent.” He bent down towards me and kissed my forehead. He raised his eyebrows. “You’re lucky I’m not into dudes.”

Heaving a heavy sigh of relief, I said, “I’m glad to hear that, Reg.”

“But!” said Reggie. “There’s always a big but. I’ve sent a dress over to your room. I’ll give you two hours to shower, make-up and figure out how to get into the dress before I come pick you up. I’m receiving a humanitarian award tonight, and it’s a dress-up affair. I want my latest sex toy to be there.” He laughed heartily. “Your taxi is waiting.”

#

Malcolm was watching me take a stab at applying makeup. He was more than annoyed. “When do I get to go to a fancy dinner?”

Grinning, I said, “Since you’re my boyfriend, you can take me to Texas Roadhouse for a steak when we get back home.”

Malcolm picked up a pillow to throw at me, saw me with the mascara brush to my eye and decided to put the pillow back down. “Will you knock it off with the boyfriend shit? Or do you want me to call your mom about you going on a date with a big famous rock star?”

With a smirk, I looked over at Malcolm. “She’d probably just ask ‘when’s the wedding’ and complain she doesn’t have any grandchildren yet.”

Malcolm laughed. “I can just hear her say that!”

“There. I think I’m done with my make-up. What do you think?” I turned to face Malcolm.

“You’re gorgeous. What can I say?” Malcolm said sincerely.

“I wish I could do something with my hair besides just blow dry it,” I said, getting frustrated. “He should have given me more time.”

“So, you could have gone to the beauty salon?” chuckled Malcolm.

“Well, duh!” I stood up and picked up the dress, and held it in front of me. “Okay. You want to melt me and pour me into this thing?”

Malcolm took the dress from me. “You’re the girl. You should know how to put on a dress. Do you step into it or pull it over year head?”

Scowling I said, “Stop calling me a girl. I’ve never worn a dress like that before in my life.”

Malcolm gave me a wry smile. “You’ve never worn a dress… or a dress *like* this… before?”

I threw a pillow at him.

#

“Are you sure you’re not a chick?” asked Reggie after he helped me step into his limo, and we headed to the ballroom where the event was being held. He sat close to me, and I was holding onto Reggie’s arm with one hand and clutching onto a small purse with my other hand. I looked down at the purse and wondered if that’s why they call them ‘clutches’? Walking to the limo, I did pretty well walking in high heels. I had to dance in a pair once for school.

“Well, I took a piss standing up before we left,” I said, giving Reggie a sweet smile.

He looked me up and down as we rode to the event. “Honestly, though. You look incredible. I love your hair.”

“Thanks,” I said. That was funny because my hair was the one thing, I didn’t get to spend any time on.

As we approached the ballroom, Reggie stopped and suddenly looked serious.

“Now, the important thing to know here,” said Reggie pointing a finger at my nose, “… is don’t take these things I’m doing with you, taking you to night clubs and bringing you with me to the awards, giving you that dress, to mean I’m sweet on you in any way. You’re a means to an end. You’re creating buzz for me. We’re not buds. We’re not pals. I’ll help you with a reference, like I said, if you want to dance as Rose later. But after tomorrow’s shoot, we’re done. You got that?”

“Yes, sir,” I said rather glumly.

Reggie’s expression softened slightly. “Sorry, Rose. But my lawyers wanted me to remind you of your obligations to never reveal who you are. And I need you to understand that there’s nothing between us because, at this event, I’ll probably have to show some indications of affection to you. Don’t look so worried about that. But I need you to understand that Rose is always a woman. If you later try to say that you, as a male, were Rose, my lawyers will deny it and then sue you into oblivion. Are we straight on that?”

I pulled away from Reggie. “I get it. You don’t have to be such an asshole about it. What are you planning on doing in there? Raping me on the table?”

Reggie laughed. “No, of course not. Just holding you closer to me and probably a kiss. The paparazzi loves that. Just try to look like you enjoy it.”

I frowned. “Well, you’ve certainly killed the mood I was in.”

Reggie shrugged. “Sorry to be so brutal about it. But before going in there, I needed you to understand that despite the way I act towards you, in there, I really don’t care. This is all just for show. You’re even getting paid for this.”

He put his arm back around my shoulders.

“You realize you’re a prick, right?” I said as the limo stopped in front of the entrance to the ballroom.

Reggie shrugged. “I’m good with that.”

I had just been nervous about attending such an event, period, much less being dressed in a short, tight cocktail dress and high heels. But now I was also pissed off. I understood the contractual obligation to not reveal who Rose actually is. I don’t really like it, but I understood how it could be damaging to him if it was revealed that the woman, he’d been hanging around with the past few days was actually a guy. The browbeating was uncalled for. I was already very much aware that he wasn’t “sweet on me.”

Reggie helped me exit the limo. Trying to get out of the car with high heels and the short tight dress wasn’t easy. I couldn’t spread my legs to get balance because of the tight skirt, and I couldn’t even get a leg out the door without exposing my panties. After his lecture, I was surprised when he positioned himself to try to block the view up my dress.

I reluctantly took Reggie’s arm, and as we stepped onto the red carpet, we were assaulted by dozens of camera flashes. Smiling and waving to the crowd lining the red carpet, Reggie let his arm slip down to my waist, and he pulled me closer. He whispered in my ear, “Try smiling, okay?”

I smiled nervously. This crowd of shouting fans and photographers was really intimidating to me. While I’d like to work in show business, I really don’t think I could handle this level of celebrity. I laughed at myself. As if I would ever get this famous. Before going inside, Reggie stopped for some photographers and kissed me on the cheek.

I relaxed some as we finished running the gauntlet of flashing cameras and entered the ballroom itself. There was still a crowd, but the rabid fans remained outside. Everyone inside was either dressed in suits or, for the women, dressed in cocktail dresses or evening gowns. This was the glamour side that everyone wants to be a part of.

Reggie continued to keep his arm about my waist as we were led to our table up near the dais. Along the way, he’d stop and introduce me as Rose. There were dozens of people there, but it was nothing like you might expect to see at the Academy Awards.

As we sat down at our table, I felt really out of place. These were the beautiful people – the rich and famous and, in some cases, shameless. I didn’t belong here. These people were used to being all dressed up and going to balls and galas and Hollywood parties. I was used to spending evenings eating pizza and playing computer games with Mal and Saul.

The men looked kinda bland as they were all dressed in black or dark suits. But the women! They were all gorgeous, decked out in their beautiful dresses with perfect make-up. Being a woman at one of these events is definitely the way to go. Although it was a bit uncomfortable with my legs, back and arms exposed. The room was a little cold to me.

In a quiet voice, I said to Reggie, “I really don’t belong here. All these beautiful women. I really feel out of place.”

Reggie smiled at me. “No need to feel that way, Rose. You are beautiful tonight. You more than fit in.” And then, he put his hand on my knee.

After everyone was seated, a woman stood up at the dais. She said, “Ladies and gentlemen, tonight we honor a patron of the arts and a great humanitarian who always gives generously to support worthy causes…”

I mostly stopped listening. It seems these events are nothing more than self-promoting buzz-boxes. Everyone here wants to be seen as being here. There were still plenty of video and still photographers here. They were just more subtle than the rabid ones outside.

When Reggie was called to the dais, he kissed me on the back of my neck as he stood up. I didn’t listen to him. After what he said to me, I realized he was a man that didn’t really believe in anything. If he didn’t get anything out of it, he wouldn’t do it. And while technically I was his date for the night, I was only here so people would talk about him by talking about me. I didn’t feel glamorous. I felt used.

I tried to get some enjoyment out of the situation. This would probably be my one and only time to be at such an event wearing a hot little cocktail dress and heels. I stopped myself. Do I want to wear hot little cocktail dresses and heels? In all honesty, I did like the way I looked.

Thankfully, Reggie only spoke for twenty minutes. He was presented his award and that was the end of the event.

We then walked around, meeting various people. Reggie kept his arm draped over my shoulder, or down around my waist, where his hand would wander over to my ass. Women would look at me and then say to Reggie things like “What a lovely girl” or “She’s beautiful,” as if I wasn’t standing right there. Knowing they’re probably never going to see me again, I got invited to come to more such events and join their social circles. I thought that was funny. Even if I was an actual girl, these folks wouldn’t want a mere dancer being in their clique.

Before we left for the evening, Reggie and other attendees would pose together for the photographers. One photographer waved to Reggie, “How about some shots of just you and your lady?” Oh, Geez.

Reggie smiled as he held my shoulder, then my hand, then around my waist as he posed for the pictures. And then suddenly, for the final picture, he bent down and kissed me full on the lips. He lingered on my lips for quite a few seconds. I wanted to push him away, but I figured it would just make him angry with me. I hoped he didn’t smear my lipstick.

Of course, the crowd loved it and cheered and clapped. I was so embarrassed.

Reggie said to me, “Okay, babe. Time to go.” When he said that, I got some knowing winks from some of the guys and some grins from the women. I sighed. I’m sure they all thought I was heading to Reggie’s house for a night of wild sex.

Reggie was silent on the ride back to my hotel. When I was opening the limo door to get out, he said, “Thanks for being a good sport about all that. Good luck at the studio tomorrow.”

I just nodded and exited the limo with the chauffeur’s help.

#

Liz was waiting for me at the studio. I thought having to be there at six AM was early enough. She had been there since five working with the director to line up shots.

“Good morning, Rose,” greeted Liz. Let’s do some practice runs before you go to hair and make-up.” She pointed to Malcolm standing off to one side, looking lost. He wanted to watch for once, dammit! “Is that your boyfriend?”

I just smiled and said, “Yes. He wanted to watch.”

Liz nodded. “As long as he stays quiet and out of the way, I don’t have a problem with him on the set.”

“I told him before we got here,” I said, starting to feel nervous. “Let’s get started.”

It was different with a whole crew here and not just Liz. We went through three more rehearsals with the cameras and video director telling me where I needed to be. The video crew was intimidating to me, but as far as the dancing, I had it down, so I could probably do it in my sleep.

The director finally stopped all the activity and pointed at me. “I need you in hair and make-up and in costume in an hour. Be ready on set at nine sharp.”

Liz said, “That’s more than enough time to get ready. She’ll be ready.”

We had done the full make-up before. I still didn’t really like it, though. It was pretty heavy makeup with extra-long (but not ridiculous looking) false eyelashes, thick eyeliner and dark, smokey eye shadow. And red lipstick. To save time, I’d done my nails myself before going to bed the night before. The costume was a willowy and loose-fitting white dress tailored to fit my boobless self. Lacking boobs wasn’t really a big deal, as a lot of dancers are flat-chested. Thankfully, my shoes were ordinary ballerina shoes.

Malcolm walked into the make-up room and shocked me by taking my hand. “Don’t sweat it, Rose. You’re going to do great. I just know it. Go out there and break a leg!”

Before I could say anything, Liz looked up from the magazine she was reading. “Sir. I’m going to have to ask you to leave. Just stand quietly by the studio exit. If I have to speak to you again about this, you’ll have to wait outside the building.”

Looking more nervous than I felt, Malcolm quietly said, “Yes sir… I mean, ma’am.” He walked over to the studio exit door.

I was nervously excited as I walked back out into the studio in my white, flowing dress. The whole video crew was staring at me as I walked out. I stopped for a moment to suck in a deep breath. Trying not to look as nervous as I felt, I walked up to the director.

Pointing at the camera, the director said, “Okay, Miss Bolger. We’re going to shoot your dance from four different angles. I’m going to cue the music, and then you’ll go through your entire routine. We’ll stop, move the camera and then we’ll do it again. And then, finally, we’ll do several close-ups. Understood?” I nodded.

This was it. This was the big time. I stood there and shook out my arms for a moment and took some quick breaths. Liz walked by to get behind the director.

“Just concentrate on your dancing. Don’t worry about the camera and crew. Just relax and enjoy yourself,” said Liz as she whispered in my ear. She then stepped behind the director.

The actual music was still being worked on and would be dubbed in later, of course. The music they were going to play while I danced was so I could keep time. I walked to my mark and waited for the director’s signal. I was to start moving, and then they’d start the music.

I thought I was going to explode waiting for the director to say, “Action!” When he did, I ran out to my second mark and started to perform my dance. The music started, and after about thirty seconds into the dance, my foot caught on the hem of the dress, and I tripped and fell.

The director didn’t miss a beat. “Reset everyone. Take your mark Miss Bolger. From the top.”

I looked over at Liz and saw her mouth the words, “Just relax.”

I took a few deep breaths and returned to my mark, and waited for the director.

I started the dance again, putting the director and the video crew out of my mind. And this time, there were no hiccups. I smiled broadly at Liz.

“We had a problem with the camera,” said the director. “Take your mark, miss. Reset everyone. From the top.”

It was going to be a long morning.

#

“Okay, great job, everyone,” said the director. He started the crew breaking down the equipment. Reggie had come in during the last break in shooting and stood by Liz to watch.

Liz walked up to me, “That was beautiful, honey. Just perfect!”

“Thank you, Liz!” I said, still bubbling over in excitement. “That was such a rush!”

Reggie grinned at me once. “Yeah. Good job, Rose. We’ll mail you your check.”

Liz handed me a business card. “Here’s my card. I’m always looking for new dancers for films, videos, plays. You name it. Give me a call sometime.”

“Thank you!” I said as we hugged. Wow, I thought. I could make a career with this. I then sighed. But only as Rose.

As Reggie and Liz started to leave the studio together, Reggie said, “Hey, Liz. Interested in some lunch? I have a meeting with some execs at Olive’s Bistro. We’re going to need a choreographer.”

Liz shrugged. “Sure. You buying?”

Reggie laughed. “Of course.” They turned and started to leave the building.

I went back to the small adjoining room to return the dress and change my clothes. And to have my face scrubbed of this rather heavy makeup.

The make-up girl pointed at Malcolm, waiting patiently by the studio door. “Is that your boyfriend?” I just nodded. It’s easier to just nod than to say he’s not. “He’s cute. Tell you what. I’ll go ahead and redo your make-up. I’m sure you two will go to lunch and then take in some sights. Would you like that?”

“Sure. That’d be great, thanks!” Actually, Mal and I were planning to do just that since we’re scheduled to hop on the private jet back home tomorrow morning.

About twenty minutes later, after changing into panties, a bra that didn’t hold anything, a loose tank top and a ruffled denim miniskirt, I walked out to meet Malcolm.

He grinned at me as I approached. “You did great out there! It’s pretty exciting to watch them film that.”

“Thanks!” I said with a smile. “But I sure am glad it’s over. It’s more work than you think.”

Malcolm started to open the studio door so we could leave. He paused a moment and looked me over. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Rose. But you look damned hot.”

I laughed. “How can anyone take that the wrong way?”

Looking embarrassed, Malcolm said, “Well, since you’re not a girl and all.”

I smiled. “I appreciate you noticing anyway. It’s almost eleven-thirty. Want some lunch? You’re buying.”

“Me?” exclaimed Malcolm. “You’re the big Hollywood dancer.”

I opened my purse and held it up. “I don’t have any money!”

Malcolm laughed. “Okay. Just this once.”

He surprised me by taking my hand and leading me outside. It was a gorgeous morning, and there was an In-And-Out Burger just a few minutes walk away. He held my hand all the way there.

While we were eating, Malcolm asked, “So. Are you going to turn this into a career?”

I shrugged. “I’d love to. But I’d have to do it as Rose. I can’t keep going around pretending to be a girl.”

“You’re doing a good job so far,” grinned Malcolm.

I shook my head. “I don’t think I could keep it up. What would Mom and Dad say? They don’t know I came out here to dance as a girl. Plus, it’d be like lying. Being something I’m not.”

Malcolm shrugged. “Well, my grandmother always used to say, ‘Make hay while the sun shines’. You could do this for a little while as a girl, learn the industry and then come back as Ross and kinda start over, but this time knowing what you’re doing.”

“I dunno,” I said with a sigh. “It was fun and exciting this one time.”

Looking serious, Malcolm said, “You can always be a used car salesman like your dad.”

I smiled wryly. “Dare to dream.”

Malcolm stood up. “Let’s walk downtown. Maybe we’ll see some celebrities.” He took my hand again, and we started walking.

The studio was located in a somewhat seedy section of Burbank, so it took walking a few blocks to get to the more glamorous places. There was a lot of graffiti on the buildings.

After walking about a block and a half, Malcolm stopped. “Oh wow. Look at this comic book store. Mind if we take a quick look?” I shrugged, and he led me inside.

Malcolm was like a kid in a candy store. The store was a treasure trove of new and long out-of-print comics, posters, action figures… you name it. I followed him around for a few minutes. I never collected comics like he did, so the store wasn’t quite as fascinating to me as it was to him.

“It’s a little stuffy in here,” I whispered to Malcolm as if we were in a library. “I’m going to step outside for a minute.”

I guess he heard me. He grunted something and returned to gleefully looking at the covers of some comics inside their plastic bags.

I stepped outside and actually felt refreshed. The air was pretty stagnant in the store and had that old paper smell to it. I walked a couple of doors down, looking in shop windows. I stopped just to look up at the buildings and look around. This would most likely be my last time here.

From behind me, I heard a male voice whisper, “Are you sure that’s her?”

I suddenly felt the very sharp point of a knife sticking me in my side, actually cutting through my tank top. Two men quickly stood on either side of me. “Don’t even think of screaming, girl. Walk casually over to the alley.”

Holy shit! I was scared out of my mind. I felt the knife point cut into my skin. I was pushed into an alley, and a hand was roughly placed over my mouth. I was pushed against a wall, and my arms were jerked behind me. I felt my purse slip from my shoulder and fall to the ground. I winced in pain as one of those plastic ties was tightened around my wrists. I tried to struggle, but the men were just too strong.

One of the men grinned at the other. “I can’t believe our luck! Reggie McGuiness’ girlfriend in our neighborhood all alone?”

The other man growled at me, “Sorry, girl. But you’re just too valuable of a target to pass up.” Some kind of cloth, I hoped it wasn’t underwear, was jammed into my mouth.

I was roughly escorted down the alley to a door and then shoved inside. The building looked like it had been abandoned for years. I was pushed upstairs and then forced to sit in a rickety chair. My ankles were tied, and I was quickly bound to the chair with duct tape. I looked around quickly. It was fairly dark, with shafts of sunlight coming in through gaps in the slats covering the windows.

One of the men pulled a cell phone out of a backpack he’d been carrying. “We only have a couple of burners left. You sure he’ll bite?”

The other man, who had blond hair, nodded in my direction. “If you were fucking that every night, wouldn’t you want her back? I mean, she’s some prime pussy there. Dial his office now. Put it on speaker so the bitch can hear.”

“Bat Guano Studios,” answered a pleasant-sounding woman. “How may I direct your call?”

The blond man said, “I need to talk to Reggie McGuiness right now.”

The pleasant-sounding woman said calmly, “I’m sorry, sir. But he’s not available to take calls at this time. Would you like to leave a message?”

“We have his little girlfriend here, and we’ll slit her throat if we don’t talk to him in thirty seconds. This is no joke!” The blond man almost spat the words at the phone.

It only came out as muffled sounds, but I tried desperately to scream. They were going to kill me! I really didn’t think it was an idle threat. I rocked the chair back and forth and stamped my feet.

The woman on the phone sounded a bit rattled. “Just a moment, sir.”

The blond man looked to the other, pointed at me and shouted, “Shut that bitch up!”

The man walked over and slapped me hard. He put the point of the knife to my throat. “Want to die now? Knock it off. You’re making enough noise to wake up the dead.” Well, that was kinda the point.

Muffled, I said, “Okay.” I was crying. I’ve never been more scared in my life. I just watched the two men in wide-eyed terror.

And then Reggie’s voice boomed over the cell phone’s speaker. “Who am I talking to ?”

In a mocking tone, the blond said, “Never mind that, McGuiness. We have your girlfriend here. We’re not greedy. We’ll let her go for a measly hundred grand. In half an hour. Or she’s dead.”

Not sounding concerned at all, Reggie said, “Which girlfriend are we talking about?” I struggled against the duct tape and shouted in my mind, does it fucking matter?

Sounding puzzled, the blond said, “The one you’ve been all over the news with lately.”

Reggie laughed. “Oh her. The dancer. She’s not my girlfriend. I have no feelings for her at all. She completed her contract today. That’s all I care about. Do whatever you want with her.” And he disconnected.

Muffled, I shouted, “What the fuck?” I couldn’t believe he just hung up. I rocked my chair back and forth again.

The other man said to the blond, “What do we do now? I didn’t expect that.”

The blond said, “Me either. That’s pretty heartless. Still, I hate going away empty-handed. I suggest we just rape the girl and then kill her.”

Muffled, I pleaded, “No! No! Please!”

Then came the distinct sound of someone stepping on one of the old wooden stairsteps.

The blond said, “Go check that out. I’ll watch the girl.” He picked up his knife and pointed it at me.

The other man picked up a large knife from the table and quietly stepped out of the room. There was a sound of a scuffle and then a dull thud.

The blond said in a low tone, “Sweeny. What’s going on?”

I strained to turn to look out the door behind me. In the darkness, it looked for all the world like Malcolm framed in the doorway holding a shotgun. Where the hell did he get that?

In the sternest and most adult voice I ever heard from Malcolm, he said evenly, “Put the knife down, asshole. The cops are on their way.”

The blond guy started to raise his knife. Malcolm raised his barrel higher and growled, “Go ahead. Make my day.”

Looking defeated, the blond put his knife down. Malcolm had him kick the knife to one side and lay down with his hands behind his head and his legs crossed at the ankles. He picked up the knife and cut me free.

Pointing at the table, Malcolm said, “Grab those ties and tie up the other guy out in the hall.” I moved quickly to do what he said. I found the other guy lying unconscious in the hall outside the room. In the distance, I heard sirens.

Handing me what turned out to be just a long pipe, Malcolm said, “Keep this trained on him while I tie him up.” It was just a stupid pipe. But in the darkness, the way he held it, it looked just like a shotgun.

Shaking, Malcolm stepped up to me and took me briefly in his arms and kissed me. He kissed me, for God’s sake!

“Rose! Thank God you’re okay! I was so fucking scared!” Malcolm almost couldn’t speak. Catching his breath, he said, “Let’s step in the hall to talk.”

After the blond guy was secured, we stepped back into the hall. I asked, “How did you know I was here? You were in that store.”

Malcolm laughed. “You were damned lucky. I came outside and saw your purse by the alley. I walked quickly down the alley and heard some banging around coming from an upper floor. I tried the door and stepped inside. I could hear Reggie’s voice. I knew something was up.”

“Reggie!” I shouted. “That son of a bitch!” I then turned and ran down the stairs.

“Aren’t you going to wait for the police?” Malcolm called.

I knew where Reggie was and rushed to that restaurant, which wasn’t far from our hotel. I ran hard and fast. With the body of a dancer, I was light on my feet and cut the distance quickly.

I ran into the entrance, past the waiter who seats people. He called out, “Miss!” but I didn’t stop. Breathing hard, I ran through the restaurant looking for Reggie. At first, I was afraid he’d already left. And then, I spotted him sitting at a table by the window, with Liz and a couple of suit guys.

As I ran full tilt into Reggie, my fist in front of me, I screamed, “Bastard!” I caught him off guard and rammed my fist full onto his nose. Blood spattered everywhere. He managed to push me back, and I fell on my backside. My skirt flipped up, and my panties had moved to one side. I only had a moment to worry if I had been exposed or not. Liz raised her eyebrow at me.

I jumped up, smoothing my skirt down. I yelled, “You fucking bastard! You were going to let those fucking kidnappers kill me!”

Holding a napkin to his nose, Reggie bellowed, “What the fuck are you talking about?”

I grabbed his collar and shouted, “I heard you on the phone with them you son of a bitch!”

Liz looked over at Reggie. “Is this true?”

Reggie shrugged. “Maybe.”

Two police officers came running up. One grabbed my arm. “Calm down, miss.” He pulled me away from the table.

The other office looked at Reggie. “We have the kidnappers in custody. Why did you not report this? They threatened to kill this girl.”

Reggie stammered, “Well, I uh. Um, you see, it’s like this…”

Growling, I said, “You told them to go ahead and kill me!” Right then, Malcolm came running up.

Malcolm was breathing heavily. “I was coming up the stairs, and the volume was low, but I could clearly hear McGuiness say that.”

The officer said, “I think we all need to go downtown.”

#

As we exited the police station, I was clinging to Malcolm’s arm. There were dozens of reporters from news services far and wide. A big story involving Reggie McGuiness, kidnappers and a young girl makes big news. Even if the girl isn’t one.

It was already night. Camera flashes going off all over. It was worse than the paparazzi outside the ballroom. It was a madhouse outside the police station. We were trying desperately to get away. A police car was waiting to take us back to our hotel.

One woman jumped in front of me, sticking a microphone in my face. “Excuse me, miss! Is Reggie McGuiness your boyfriend?”

I shook my head vigorously and pointed at Malcolm. “He is.”

Another reporter blocked our escape. “Please! Just a few questions.”

Malcolm said, “Just for a minute. We’re both really tired.”

The reporter asked, “Is the rumor true that you’re actually a man and that you’re a high-end shemale prostitute?”

Frowning, Malcolm said, “I think we’re done with the questions.” He started to push forward.

A woman holding her camera high shouted, “How about a kiss? That’d make a great picture!”

I grinned at Malcolm. He shook his head. “You wouldn’t dare.”

I just grinned and then suddenly threw my arms around his neck and kissed him hard, closing my eyes and moaning softly. I really needed a kiss, a hug and a shower, not necessarily in that order. The crowd cheered, and cameras snapped away.

We finally pushed our way through to the waiting police car and sped away toward our hotel.

#

The next morning, we got on Reggie’s private jet. In our agreement, he still agreed to let us use his jet to get home. I still got paid for my work. I keep the portfolio pictures. I get to keep the clothes, including the expensive dress and shoes. But my dancing was cut from the video. He also promised not to press assault charges against me. He was having his own legal issues for not reporting the kidnapping and saying it was okay to go ahead and kill me. That wasn’t going over with his fans very well, either. In all the press, I was referred to as female.

We had to face a few more reporters as we left, so I wore some light make-up, a loose T-shirt and a black short skirt. On the jet, I sat in the seat next to Malcolm.

I leaned back in my seat and closed my eyes for a moment. My eyes still closed, I said, “So much for my dancing career. Nobody is going to ever see my work. I punched my employer in the nose. I’d be shocked if anybody ever wanted to hire me.”

Malcolm shrugged. “You can always try again as Ross.”

I nodded. “That’s true.” I opened my eyes and picked up my phone that was lying in my lap. I looked at the news and tabloid pictures that I had loaded on it. I sighed. During this whole ordeal, I had only gotten one call from my parents. They had no idea I was Rose and had been kidnapped and all, and just asked how was doing and if I enjoyed seeing Hollywood.

I just shook my head while looking down at my phone. “How are we going to explain all this to our parents? To our friends?”

Malcolm just looked over at me for a moment. He then put his finger under my chin and lifted my face up, and turned it towards him. “This is how we’ll explain it…”

He pressed his lips against mine in a long, deep, passionate kiss. I put my palm on his chest and pressed my lips into his, moaning and closing my eyes. We kissed for a very long time.

Somehow, I don’t think my dad is going to like this explanation.

The End

###


Secret Base

I quickly turned the corner and ducked down the alley. I really hoped I wasn’t spotted by those two guys I knew from school. It was dark and getting late. There was a gate open on a high, backyard fence. I hurried into the backyard and hurriedly closed the gate behind me. I tried to slow my breathing. A quick look around revealed a shed and not much else in the backyard. I thought this house must be the one a couple of blocks from my house that’s been up for sale for a few months.

I would have avoided those two guys even if I wasn’t wearing a short denim skirt, a tank top, make-up and earrings. They bullied me often during this past seventh-grade school year. I didn’t want to see them now that it was summer.

“Did you see somebody go down this alley?” asked one of the boys who sounded like Rod.

“I don’t see anyone. This alley’s pretty dark.” said a boy who sounded like Jerry.

Rod said, “I could have sworn I saw that turd from Algebra class. He’s such a sissy, and he deserves to get beat up.”

“Well, I don’t see him,” said Jerry. “Fuck him. We have better things to do. Let’s go.”

I let out a heavy sigh when I heard them walk away. It was late. I probably should head home anyway. I snuck out of the house about an hour and a half earlier, scared to death I’d be discovered putting on make-up. It was such a beautiful summer night I just had to get girly and get out into the night.

I was just about to pull the gate open when it suddenly slammed into me. “Shit!” I hissed in a loud whisper. Oh my God, I’ve been found! A cold flush ran down my spine.

“What the hell?” said a boy in the dark. “Is somebody there?” Suddenly, there was a light from a cell phone in my face. “A girl? What are you doing here?”

I put my hand up defensively to shield my eyes from the glare of the light. I smiled weakly. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to go into your yard. I was just heading home.”

The boy laughed. “This isn’t my house. I come here to hide out from my parents and bullies from school. See that shed? I hide out there to play games on my phone and just get some peace. I call it my secret base. I guess it’s not so secret anymore.”

“It still is. I won’t tell anyone,” I said honestly. “I was just hiding from some bullies myself.”

The boy laughed again. “Well, this is a good place for it. I… hey. I know you! You’re that Lonnie guy who sat behind me in English. What’s with the get-up?”

I remembered this guy. His name was Caleb. He always seemed nice. He knew who I was, so there wasn’t much point in coming up with a lie. I bit my lip for a second and then said, “I like to dress like this. It’s who I feel I am. Even if no one else does.”

Caleb just kept staring at me. “I guess we both could use a secret base. You’re welcome to come here to dress up. I don’t care. And nobody lives here.”

I smiled at Caleb. “Thanks. That’d be easier than dressing at home before sneaking out.”

“I’m sure you could come here day or night. I’ve never seen anyone around here.” Caleb pointed at the shed. “That’d be a great place for you to change in.”

Still worried, I watched Caleb’s face. “You’re not going to beat me up or laugh at me?”

Caleb chuckled. “Of course not! You look cute as a girl. I don’t care what other people do.”

Not sure if I believed him, I asked, “Really?”

Caleb nodded in the dark. “Yes, really. Hey, I’m an artist myself. Everyone thinks I’m weird. So, I decided not to judge.”

“That’s cool,” I said with a slight smile. “I need to go before my parents find out I’m not in bed. Nice to see you, Caleb.”

Caleb grinned. “You too, Lonnie. Oh hey. Do you like board games?” I nodded. “Great. I’ll bring some to the shed, and we can play sometime, maybe.”

I giggled. “Sounds great. See ya!”

I left Caleb’s secret base and ran home.

#

“Could you hurry up?” Caleb was waiting outside the shed for me to change.

I laughed. “You can come in. I’m dressed and just doing my make-up at the moment.”

Caleb opened the shed’s door and stepped in. I was using a battery-powered lantern and my compact’s mirror. Wasn’t the best way to apply make-up, but it was workable.

Caleb sat across from me on the shed’s floor. We were sitting on an old beach towel he’d found. He shook his head. “I know that goop is all part of being a girl, but I don’t see how you can stand to wear it.”

I giggled. “Make-up is fun. Would you like to try?”

Caleb scowled and put his hands up defensively. “No way in hell. I’ll leave that to you. You look pretty, though.”

“Thanks,” I said with a smile. “What game did you bring?”

Caleb held up a game box. “Do you like Sorry!?” I nodded.

He set up the game between us on the floor. He started playing some tunes on his phone, and we sat there and played most of the summer morning. While we played, I noticed that he kept looking up at me.

“Is my face dirty?” I asked with a wry grin.

Caleb’s face turned red. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to stare. I just can’t believe how pretty you are. I mean, you look and act just like a girl.”

I smiled at him. “Well, that is the general idea.”

Looking back at the game board, Caleb asked, “Is this what you want? You want to be a woman when you grow up?”

I stared out the shed door for a moment. I looked back at Caleb and smiled. “More than anything. Not sure if I’ll be able to.”

Caleb landed one of his pieces on top of one of mine, sending it back to the start. “I hope you can. I bet you’d be beautiful.”

I grunted a laugh. “Yeah, sure.”

Caleb looked at me seriously. “I’m serious.”

I smiled at him again before returning my attention to the board. “Thank you.”

We continued to play until it was almost noon. We decided to stop for the day and go back to our homes. We were both hungry, and the shed was starting to get a little hot inside. I changed my clothes.

As he checked to make sure the alley was clear, Caleb said, “See you tomorrow morning here at the secret base. I’ll bring some other games.”

I grinned. “Sounds good. See ya!” I waved, and we went our separate ways.

#

The next week was so much fun! We’d arrive early at our secret base, play games, and talk about everything in the world and what we hoped to do when we grew up and, of course, solving all the world’s problems. I’d never had a best friend before. It was really great to have someone to share with.

We took the weekend off because we both had things to do with our families. I couldn’t wait for Monday, though. Meeting at our secret base had become a “thing”. We both looked forward to it. It was going to be our summer passion.

We met on Monday morning. Caleb had brought a chess set. I think he got pissed when I skunked him three times in a row.

Caleb checked his phone. “Hey. It’s almost eleven. There’s a Dairy Queen that’s close enough to walk to. Want to get some ice cream? I’ll buy.”

I grinned at Caleb, “Sure! But I can get my own.”

Looking back at his phone, he said, “I just got my allowance. I’ll buy.”

He surprised me by taking my hand as we walked the two blocks to the Dairy Queen. We didn’t talk much on the walk there.

As we approached the Dairy Queen, two people came out of the side entrance.

“It’s them!” I whispered in Caleb’s ear, “Those two bullies.”

Caleb whispered back. “Don’t worry. I doubt they’ll recognize you. They bully me too.”

When Jerry and Rod saw us, they turned to approach us. When they got close, Rod pointed at us.

“You know what pisses me off?” asked Rod, directing his comment to Jerry.

Jerry folded his arms and studied me. “No. What pisses you off?”

Rod shook his head. “That a worthless soy boy like that gets such a hot babe. Don’t seem right, does it?”

Jerry kept looking at me. “You sure you wouldn’t rather be with us, sweet cheeks?”

In spite of being scared of these two, I laughed. “No thanks.”

Rod elbowed Jerry. “You sure have a way with the ladies.” He laughed.

Caleb tightened his grip on my hand and started walking to the Dairy Queen. He tugged on my hand. “Let’s get some ice cream.”

As we walked into the ice cream store, I heard Jerry say, “I just don’t get women.”

Caleb placed his order. The girl at the cash register turned immediately to me and asked what I wanted. She just assumed Caleb was going to pay for mine.

We sat down and waited for our order to come out. I frowned at Caleb. “I had money. I could have bought my own.”

Caleb laughed. “Are you thinking this is a date? I just felt like treating you. Even if you were a boy sitting there.”

I somehow doubted that. But I didn’t feel like pressing the issue. At that moment, our ice cream arrived anyway.

“I have to agree with Jerry, though,” said Caleb as he scooped up some of his Sundae. “You do look hot. Look around. Everyone here thinks you’re a girl.”

I laughed. “We’re the only ones here. But thank you. Let’s not get carried away, though.”

Caleb waved his hand. “What? What are you talking about? I know you’re not a girl, so don’t go thinking that I consider this a date. We’re just friends and all. Just because you happen to look like a really cute girl doesn’t change anything.”

I shook my head as I took another bite of ice cream. “Thanks for clearing that up.”

He held my hand on the return trip.

Just as we walked back into the shed, Caleb’s cell phone started buzzing. He looked at it. “It’s my mom.” He put the phone to his ear. “Hey Mom.” He stepped out of the shed.

After a few minutes, Caleb put his cell phone back into his pocket. “I need to go.”

I shrugged. “That’s going to happen. It’s almost time for us to go anyway.”

Caleb quickly gathered up his chess set and walked to the gate. “Hey, see ya tomorrow, okay?”

I walked up next to him and smiled. “Sure!”

Caleb hesitated a moment before going through the gate. He then unexpectedly leaned into me and kissed me. Not a big sloppy kiss. Just a gentle, quick kiss and then he was hastily through the gate, leaving me standing there.

I just stood there, unsure of what to think. He kissed me.

#

The next morning, I had arrived at the shed a bit early and had already changed my clothes when Caleb finally arrived carrying a couple games. I greeted him at the gate.

Caleb smiled at me. “Hey, Lonnie. You’re here early.” He walked past me and entered the shed. I half expected him to kiss me again. But he just walked in and started setting up a game. I surprised myself for wanting him to kiss me. His kiss yesterday, to me, seemed to have elevated our relationship from just two kids having fun hiding out and playing games.

I quietly sat on the beach towel. “Hey, Caleb.”

As Caleb dumped out the pieces for the Battleship game, he looked up at me. “You’re looking very pretty today.”

I blushed slightly. “Thanks. I try.” I giggled as I stared at him.

He looked up. “Ready to start?”

I nodded, and then I just leaned into him and kissed him. He sat there with a shocked expression for a few moments. Then he put his fingers in my hair and pulled me to him. He kissed me. I put my arm around his neck, and we kissed for several minutes. Nothing wild, just soft romantic kisses.

Caleb finally pulled back and blushed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”

I smiled slightly at Caleb. “Don’t be. It was nice.”

Caleb smiled and looked at the floor. “Yeah.” He pointed at the game. “Want to play?”

I pulled my hair back from my face and smiled at Caleb. He’s cute. “Sure.”

Later, when it was time to go, Caleb kissed me goodbye. The next morning, I arrived early again to be dressed and made up. He kissed me in greeting.

The next few weeks, we’d play games, or just sit and talk or once or twice we’d make out. Nothing crazy. We didn’t pull our clothes off. But the games started to seem less interesting. We thought summer was going to last forever.

One July morning, I was waiting for Caleb to arrive to our secret base. He never arrived. I couldn’t call him. I didn’t have a cell phone, and he never shared his number with me, anyway. I waited for him the next day. He was late. When he finally stepped through the gate, I saw that he’d been crying.

I stepped up to him and touched a tear running down his cheek. “What’s wrong, Caleb?”

He just looked at me for a few moments. “I can’t stay. I wanted to see you one last time.”

A bolt of cold shot through me. “Last time? What do you mean?”

Caleb wiped his nose with a finger. “We’re moving. Today. As soon as the moving people get our stuff loaded, we’re heading out.”

I started to cry. “Moving? Where? Will I still see you again?”

Caleb looked at me and sniffled. “We’re moving all the way over to the east coast. And Mom took my phone away.”

“We won’t be able to call? Why did she take your phone?” I asked with a cry in my voice.

He shrugged and looked sheepish. “She found some pictures on my phone.”

I looked at him with surprise. “Pictures? Of me?”

He shook his head. “No. They were of naked femboys. Sorry. I was trying to picture you naked.”

I looked at my feet. “I don’t know what to say about that.”

Caleb frowned. “It was stupid. But I originally thought about just leaving and not coming back here at all, but I couldn’t do that.”

I looked at him getting slightly angry that he’d consider just leaving without saying anything. “I’m glad you didn’t.”

“I have to go, Lonnie.” He said as he held my hands more tightly. “But there’s one thing I have to say. I love you, Lonnie. You made this summer special.”

He pulled me to him and kissed me. He kissed me with a passion he’d never shown before. He actually said he loved me. Me! And he’s going away? No, no, no…

He pulled away. “I have to go now.”

“Will I ever see you again?” I held onto his hands.

He shook his head. “I have no idea when I can come back here. Not while I’m at home and going to school.”

Tears were flowing down my cheeks. “Let’s make a pact then. Let’s promise to return here in August, ten years from now. We’ll both be independent by then. Hopefully, I’ll be a woman then.”

Caleb laughed and ran his fingers down my cheek. “You’re a woman now. I have to go. Take care of yourself, Lonnie.”

Just before he turned to leave, I kissed him one last time.

He exited the gate of our secret base and ran down the alley. I stood and watched him go. In almost a whisper, I said, “I love you, Caleb.” I went back into the shed and changed my clothes, and cleaned my face.

I walked slowly away from our secret base and the best summer I’d ever had.

The End Part 1

###


August, Ten Years Later

Secret Base Part 2

This was stupid.

I really doubted Caleb, the boy I met in the backyard of that empty house ten years ago, would even remember our pledge to meet, much less actually show up. I’m sure life got busy and he would forget about that young transgirl that he met on that warm summer night so many years ago.

I’m not even sure if I’d recognize him after all this time. He must be in his mid-twenties by now. Well, so am I. And I’ve changed probably more than he has.

I got my confirmation surgery when I was eighteen, and that’s when my parents and I parted ways. We both moved away from the town I grew up in. Mom has since reached out to me, so I hope our relationship can mend.

I parked my rental car near the alley that ran behind the house where we met. I surprised myself that I was able to find it. But then, this neighborhood hasn’t really changed much in the last ten years. I turned the engine off on the car, but I didn’t get out. I just sat there.

It was almost eleven o’clock at night. I’m a woman all alone in what is now a strange neighborhood. Getting out of the car and walking down this alley in the dark was a dumb idea. I thought about those two bullies that basically chased me down this alley in the first place. I actually owe them, I guess. I wouldn’t have ever met Caleb at what became our secret base where I freely dressed as a girl. I had seen an article on FaceBook after I had moved away of one of those bullies being killed while robbing a liquor store.

I opened the door of the car and stepped out. I felt the warm night air circulate around my legs. I was wearing a dress and heels. I wanted to dress up for Caleb if he actually showed up. I looked down the dark alley. Heels were probably not the best choice for shoes to walk down an alley.

I took a deep breath and started to walk down to the gate. I really doubted the gate would still be unlocked. I’m sure the house had owners by now. Still, I had pledged I’d be here in August ten years in the future. We didn’t pick a date, but I thought the middle of August would make more sense. I could always try over several nights. Some dogs started barking as I walked in the darkness. I was nervous as hell. I was nervous about meeting Caleb. Or some random creep.

This was stupid.

After walking a short distance, I stopped. There was the gate. The gate to our secret base. The gate looked exactly the same. I reached for it, though I was sure it was locked this time.

The gate swung open with a low squealing sound. I thought, oh my God! It’s open. I wondered if I dare step inside the yard. The new owners could have a dog or a security system. It was stupid, and with great trepidation, I stepped into the yard.

I couldn’t believe it. The shed where Caleb and I spent hours playing games and talking about everything under the sun, and sharing our first kiss, was still there. Our secret base.

But no Caleb.

I stood there for several minutes, staring at the shed and letting those wonderful memories wash over me. I closed my eyes and smiled. I sighed heavily. At least I honored my pledge. It was silly of me to think Caleb would remember. I took one last look at the shed and then turned to leave.

And almost ran into a shadow standing inside the gate. I almost screamed. The shadow turned on the flashlight on their phone and held it up, blinding me.

“Holy shit!” exclaimed a male voice. “It’s really you! Lonnie! My God, look at you!” He reached over and flipped a switch near the gate, and a flood light illuminated the yard.

Before me stood Caleb. He was even more handsome than I remember.

“Oh my God, Caleb!” I said excitedly. “I honestly didn’t think you’d remember.”

Caleb frowned slightly. “How could I forget a solemn pledge like ours? And look at you. You’re a woman. And a beautiful one at that. And that’s a pretty dress.”

I blushed. “Thank you. To tell you the truth, I’m surprised we’re able to get into this yard.”

Caleb laughed. “I bought this house two years ago. I wanted to make sure I didn’t miss you.”

I laughed. “You have no idea how happy I am to see you again. Ten years is a long time to hold a promise.”

Caleb looked seriously at me. “Do you remember the last thing we did before we parted on that July morning?”

I took a step towards him. “I do remember.”

Caleb stepped closer to me. “I remember right where we left off.”

I felt a tingling of anticipation as he bent his head towards me, brushed my hair from my face and then… and then… his lips pressed into mine. I slid my arms around his neck and pulled ourselves closer. It was as if the gulf of time evaporated, and we were standing in our secret base in an endless summer embrace. I closed my eyes. I never felt so happy in my life.

Finally, Caleb pulled away slightly. “Let’s go inside. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

I nodded and kissed him again. He took my hand and led me into his house… our secret base.

The End

###


Unexpected Romance

“Such a sweet, young thing!”

“Thank you,” I said with a small, nervous smile to the elderly woman as I rang up her grocery bill. She comes into the store about once per week. I’m the only cashier she ever talks to.

“You always ring me up so quickly and with a bright smile – unlike those sourpusses on the other checkouts.” She frowned and nodded at the cashier at the register behind me.

She’s usually not quite this chatty. I shrugged, “That’s my motto… service with a smile.” It’s not, but she doesn’t have to know that.

“Such a pretty thing, too,” she said as she waited for my friend and current sacker Hartley put the last items back into the basket. “You’d be so pretty if you you’d wear a little make-up. You’d have to beat the boys off with a stick.”

I laughed, “Beating boys with a stick is on my bucket list. Have a good rest of your day, ma’am.” Actually, I went to the principal’s office a few times for doing just that. I can’t stand bullies.

Hartley and I went to school together, from middle school to graduation. We live in the same apartment complex, and we usually walk to and from work together. It’s a fairly short walk, but it’s on the edge of a bad neighborhood. But nobody bothers us.

I shook my head as I watched the customer shuffle off with her cart after declining Hartley’s help to roll the cart out to her car. It was a quiet evening, and there wasn’t a customer waiting behind for her to check out.

Hartley shook her head as well and looked over at me. “That doesn’t piss you off? Someone calling you a sweet young thing and suggesting you’d be prettier if only you wore make-up?”

I smiled as I shook my head again, this time to get a strand of my long hair that had escaped my ponytail to flip behind my back. “Nah. She thinks she’s being nice, and besides, if I let something like that bother me, I’d be in a constant state of being pissed off. Kinda like you.”

Hartley scowled at me, “But you’re not even a girl! She’s assuming your gender.”

I shrugged, “I really don’t care. It’s not a big enough deal to make a stink out of it. I mean, I get it. Look at me. I’m really skinny. My hair runs down past the middle of my back. I get falsely mistaken for a girl pretty much daily.”

Hartley laughed, “Yeah. I remember you were always getting hit on by boys back in high school... even after you told them. I think you secretly like getting hit on by boys.”

We weren’t allowed to sit down while on duty. I leaned forward, resting on my elbows. “Why the hell would you say a thing like that?”

With a sly grin, Hartley said, “Well, you don’t get a haircut. You don’t ever have facial hair.”

Looking indignant, “Well, I like my hair just the way it is. And I can’t just will facial hair to grow. It has to do that on its own.”

Hartley nodded, “Probably.” She glanced at the time displayed on the register. “Thank God we close in thirty minutes.”

I sighed, “Yep. It’s been a slow night. Mr. McLaren isn’t going to be happy with the sales tonight.” Mr. McLaren is our manager. He’s a bit gruff, but at least he’s not an asshole. I sighed again, “And then, I get to go back to my apartment and either watch TV, play games or go to bed. And then start all over tomorrow.”

Mr. McLaren stepped out of his cave and blinked around the empty store, “Try to look like you’re awake, people! We still have half an hour. Let’s make it count!”

Steve, one of the sackers laughed and called to Mr. McLaren, “Do you want me to go outside and grab someone off the street and force them to shop?”

His expression didn’t change. Mr. McLaren pointed at Steve, “Now that’s the kind of initiative I want to see more of around here!” He turned around and went back into his office.

Everyone chuckled and glanced again at the clock.

Hartley looked over at me, biting her lower lip, with a little gleam in her eye. “Hey. Want to have some fun tomorrow?”

I just looked at her, expressionless. “I have fun every day. I don’t think I can stand any more fun.”

Hartley’s eyes brightened as she looked over at me. “No, seriously. I was thinking of what that woman said. You would be pretty with some make-up. Want to give it a try?”

I straightened back up and looked at her as if she was crazy. “Are you crazy? I’m not wearing make-up. Sheesh.”

Hartley didn’t stop. “I think it’d be fun! I’m curious if anyone would even notice. I mean, you’re already kinda pretty.”

I screwed my face up as if I’d just eaten something distasteful. “Knock it off, Hartley. I’m not pretty, and I’m not wearing make-up to entertain you.”

Turning from me, Hartley called out, “Hey, Steve! Do you think Marty is pretty?”

Steve turned and gave me a studious look, and shrugged. “I’d do him.”

Mr. McLaren had come out to start closing out the cash registers. Without looking up, he said, “Nobody is doing anybody on store premises.”

Pointing at Steve, Hartley said, “See? Even Steve thinks you’re pretty!”

I frowned. “Steve’s an idiot.”

Steve said, “That’s what all the girls say.”

“I’m sure Mr. McLaren wouldn’t want one of his male employees to show up wearing make-up,” I admonished Hartley.

Glancing over at me, Mr. McLaren said, “You might want to go with some nail polish too. Have you seen your hands?” He then shivered as he finished closing the cash register out.

Frowning again, “You’re not helping.”

Mr. McLaren chuckled as he moved to the next cash register.

Hartley just grinned. “I think it’d be fun, and see? Nobody cares.”

I sighed as I leaned back on my elbows. “Ask me tomorrow. I’m tired.”

#

“I feel like an idiot,” I said, looking unhappy. In fact, I felt like I had a giant neon sign over my head with an arrow flashing.

“Well, don’t,” said Hartley sounding annoyed. “You look great. Beautiful, in fact.”

“If my father was alive, I’m sure he’d love to hear that,” I said, staring at the sidewalk as we continued our way to work.

Hartley looked at me funny. “Your dad isn’t dead.”

I looked over at her, “Well if he was dead, I’m sure he’d think if he was still alive how much he would like to hear that I’m beautiful.”

Hartley laughed. “That makes no sense. But look at you! Getting your hair out of that ponytail and using the blow dryer to give you more body gave you a gorgeous mane of hair! I know you hated me putting it on you, but the eyeliner and mascara really make your eyes pop. It’s an amazing difference. Oddly, it makes you look a couple of years younger as well. And I hardly used any make-up at all.”

I waved my hands, “Was the nail polish really necessary?”

Hartley shrugged, “You heard Mr. McLaren.” She laughed.

Hartley had come over before lunch for her evil mission. Since we work the evening shift at the store, she had plenty of time to do her worst. I’ve never been more self-conscious in my life. I had to borrow one of her purses because the skinny jeans she brought for me were too tight to use the pockets, which weren’t deep enough to hold anything anyway.

She said she was going light on the make-up. But it sure seemed like she was putting a lot on. She told me each item – foundation, blush, eyeliner, mascara, eye shadow, lipstick. She said that next time, she’d make more time to do contouring and some other things. I told her there wasn’t going to be a next time.

She also insisted I wear a pair of her skinny jeans and a T-shirt. She said I should wear one of her bras (she has rather small boobs anyway) because it would be visible through the t-shirt and help with the overall image. I declined the offer of panties and wore my own shoes. I thought she was going a bit overboard as this adventure was supposed to just see how I looked with a little make-up.

“I have to say,” I said. “I don’t like the way lipstick feels and tastes. And I don’t like noticing my eyelashes when I blink.”

Hartley laughed. “You’ll get used to it.”

I frowned. “I don’t want to get used to it.”

Hartley shook her head. “I think you look great. Seriously.”

A small gust of wind blew a lot of hair into my face. “I miss my ponytail.”

Hartley just shook her head. “You’ll live. Besides, I love your hair like that. I wish I had your hair.”

I shrugged. “Well, grow it out. I wasn’t born with this.” I tugged on my hair.

Hartley rolled her eyes. “Actually, you were, sort of. I’ve tried to grow mine out. It just starts curling and gets frizzy. It becomes a huge bother.”

We walked a little way in silence.

Grinning, Hartley said, “You should do this every day. We could be girlfriends and go shopping together. You could come over, and we’d watch Lifetime movies and cry together. Stuff like that.”

We started crossing the parking lot of the store. “Don’t you do that already with your friends?”

Hartley frowned. “Not really. We do some. But they all have boyfriends now. So they all do ‘couple’ type things.”

I stopped and turned to her. “I know we’ve been good friends for a long time now with nothing romantic between us. But are you saying you’d rather have me as a girlfriend than a boyfriend?”

Hartley shrugged. “Well yeah. I’m attracted to very masculine guys. And I’m sorry Marty. You’re just not very masculine. After all, you were bullied a lot in school.”

We walked the rest of the way across the parking lot in silence. I know I’m not exactly Captain Testosterone, but I’ve never really thought of myself as not masculine. I’m a guy, after all. True, I was never much into sports, and other boys in school, if they weren’t trying to beat me up, would offer to help if I was carrying something heavy, and most of my friends were girls. But hey, it’s not like I played with dolls, or had imaginary tea parties.

As we entered the grocery store, Mr. McLaren glanced at his watch. Steve looked over at us and said, “Holy crap! Marty, can I have your phone number?”

I scowled at Steve. “Keep it up, and the only number you’re going to need is nine one one.”

Steve grinned. “Are you going to beat me up?”

I pointed at Hartley. “No. But she will.”

#

It had been another slow afternoon. But things started to kick up after seven o’clock. Several women had complimented me about my hair. Men who normally would barely even acknowledge my existence before smiled at me and said ‘hello’. I have to admit that I was surprised at how differently people reacted to me just because of a little makeup.

Hartley would grin at me every time someone said something to me that they wouldn’t have before. Besides Steve, the other cashiers also gave me compliments. It’s like I just suddenly popped into existence. Mr. McLaren even complimented my nails.

During one of the infrequent lulls with the after five shoppers, Hartley leaned in close to me and whispered with a grin, “Did you see who just came into the store?”

I just shook my head. “I’ve been kinda busy.”

“Paul Clemmons,” said Hartley earnestly.

I looked at her quizzically. “Who?”

She gave my shoulder a light slap. “You know who Paul Clemmons is! You had a crush on him in middle school!”

Looking horrified, I said, “I did not! Besides. Same-sex crushes at that age aren’t really that uncommon.”

Hartley pointed at me. “Ah ha! You did have a crush on him!”

Scowling, I said, “It wasn’t like I wanted to date him. I just wanted to be around him. But I could never get into his clique. I’m not gay. And he’s the only boy I ever crushed on.”

Hartley took on a far-away look. “He was certainly the crush for almost every girl in school, that’s for sure.”

I was really annoyed that Hartley would bring that up. Yes. I’ll admit to having a crush on Paul Clemmons. But it wasn’t in any romantic way. I just wanted to be his friend. It bothered me enough that I checked into same-sex crushes on the internet and found that it happens a lot at that age when hormones are just starting to kick in. After a few weeks of not being able to become his friend, I just forgot about it.

I turned around the store to see if I could spot Paul. I finally saw him in the snack aisle getting some chips. He still looked mostly the same as he did in high school. Apparently, he still works out as his muscles were still prominent under his t-shirt – chiseled good looks along with his trademark unkempt hair, always a few weeks in need of a haircut. Oddly he had been the captain of the school’s golf team. Hartley was right. Most girls had crushes on him. He didn’t socialize much.

Hartley’s gaze followed him as he walked past to go to another aisle. “Wow. He’s only gotten hotter. It’s been over a year since I last saw him at graduation. Think he’s married by now?”

I shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. Why don’t you go ask him?”

Hartley quickly shook her head. “Oh, no way.”

I laughed. “By the way, you’re drooling… I can tell that you’re interested.”

Mr. McLaren walked by. “I don’t pay you people to drool over the customers.” He went back into his office.

Hartley turned away suddenly and whispered, “Oh my God. He’s coming to your checkout.”

As Paul set his chips and carton of soda onto the conveyor belt at the cash register, his eyes lingered on me, and he flashed a wide grin.

I felt a bit uncomfortable under his stare. “How are you today, sir?” I smiled back at him. I do that to everyone. It’s required.

Paul didn’t take his eyes off me. “I’m doing great. How’s it going?”

“Just fine,” I said as I rang up his items.

“Are you new here?” he asked as I told him how much the charge was.

I looked shyly down. Paul was flirting with me. Oh my God. “No. I’ve been here a while.”

He shrugged as he stuck his credit card into the reader. “Well, I don’t come in here that often. I think I’ll start coming more often, though.” He gave me a wink. Hartley saw his wink as she grinned at me.

I just wanted him to leave. I couldn’t handle having a guy, especially one that I stupidly had a crush on years ago, flirt with me.

He put his card back into his wallet and moved to return his wallet to his hip pocket. He started to pick up his items that Hartley had so expertly bagged. He hesitated. He turned back to me.

He smiled shyly at me. “Please don’t take offense. But I was wondering if I could call you. My name is Paul.” He held out his hand for a shake. I heard Hartley gasp.

Oh my God. I was heading for a complete nervous breakdown. He thinks I’m a girl and he’s asking me for my phone number. He wants to date me! This was disaster! I had to shut this down. I could just blow him off. But he’d probably try again. I was going to tell him the truth. And then I was going to beat the shinola out of Hartley later.

I gave Paul a nervous smile as I brushed hair from my face. Embarrassed beyond belief, I forced the words from my mouth. “I’m very flattered. I really am. This is very hard to say. It’s really embarrassing. But I’m going, to be honest with you. I’m not a girl. I wasn’t trying to fool you or anybody, really. This was just a stupid gag Hartley wanted to play to see how people would react to me. I don’t normally wear make-up or dress this way.”

Paul scowled. “Well, you sure fooled me. I feel like a fucking idiot now.” He stared at me more intently and then angrily blurted, “I know you! You’re that sissy from school.” Several people in the store turned to look in my direction.

I held up my hands defensively. “Hey. Sissy might be a bit too strong a word. But I totally apologize. I’m so very sorry.”

Looking pissed, Hartley said, “In all fairness, it wasn’t Marty that came on to you.”

Without turning to look at her, I said, “Hartley, don’t help.”

His face bright red, Paul said, “I’m sorry I thought you were a beautiful girl. I feel like such a chump. I won’t be coming back here.” He turned on his heel and stormed out of the store.

Mr. McLaren was standing outside his office, arm folded across his chest. “Well, that was entertaining. Don’t lose any more customers unless you want to be unemployed.”

I actually started to cry I was so humiliated. I wanted to crawl under a rock.

Mr. McLaren frowned, “Why don’t you take a break for a few minutes and calm down.” He walked up to take over the cash register.

Hartley took my arm. “Let’s go to the restroom. I have some tissues.”

I just stood there stiffly. “I have black streaks running down my face, don’t I?”

Hartley nodded as she herded me to the women’s restroom. “Yes. Your crying is making your mascara run.”

I sighed loudly. “Perfect.”

#

“Look, I’m sorry,” said Hartley as she finished bagging another customer’s groceries. “How many times do I have to say it? I was wrong. I admit it.”

I sighed. “It’s not your fault Paul decided to flirt with me. He was the only one all day that actually asked for my phone number.”

Steve said from a couple of aisles over, “I asked. In fact, I was wondering…”

Hartley spun around and scowled, “This is a private conversation. Please butt out.”

A buzzing suddenly came from Hartley’s purse. We’re not supposed to use our phone while at work. She picked it up and looked at the caller ID. “Crap! I really have to take this call.” She then ran out of the store.

Steve came over to help me bag another customer’s groceries while Hartley was outside. He looked at me and said seriously, “You really are pretty.”

Angrily, I hissed, “Shut it.”

In a few minutes, Hartley came back into the store and headed straight to Mr. McLaren’s office. She was in there for a few minutes. She looked upset when she came and came over to pick up her purse.

“I’m sorry, Marty, but a family emergency just came up. I need to go. Sorry. You’ll have to walk home by yourself tonight and probably tomorrow too.” She slung her purse strap over her shoulder and then waved. “Bye.”

I watched her go out the door. “Well, that was sudden.”

Steve nodded. “I hope everything’s okay.”

The rest of the evening was pretty busy. I didn’t have time to worry about the debacle from earlier. Hartley texted me to let me know she wouldn’t be back until the day after tomorrow. Nobody was dead, but she needed to stay with her family.

Midnight finally hit, and the cashiers and the sackers headed towards the door. It’d be so great to end this rather horrible day. I couldn’t wait to hit the shower. Instead of staying up to play a game or two, I was so tired I’d probably just go to bed just as soon as I washed this day off.

Steve said as we walked out the door, “Have you reconsidered giving me your phone number?”

I frowned, “Just stop it, Steve. The joke is over. Do you really want to date a guy?”

“I’m lonely, Marty.” Steve outstretched his arms like he wanted to embrace me. “I need you, Marty!”

Horrified, I backed up into Staci, one of the cashiers and almost knocked her over.

Steve roared with laughter. “You should have seen the look on your face! Well, good night. See you tomorrow.” He turned and walked away, still chuckling to himself.

I slung my purse strap over my shoulder and muttered, “Asshole.” I turned and started my trek across the parking lot toward my apartment. Everyone else got into their cars.

It was such a beautiful early, fall evening that I would have preferred to walk even if I owned a car. It wasn’t too hot or too cool. I shook my head to get my hair to cascade down my back and shoulders. A light breeze caught it, and it billowed out. The evening was just perfect.

The street was empty, and I was about halfway to my apartment when I gradually became aware of a car going slowly beside me.

“Hey babe!” called someone from the slowly moving car. “Do you need a ride somewhere?”

Oh, God. That’s all I need. Hopefully, they’ll just drive away in a few moments. I didn’t look over at them. I didn’t say anything. I just shook my head and continued walking.

Again, the voice called out to me, “Hey. A fine babe like you shouldn’t be out here all by her lonesome. Come on, sweet cheeks. We’ll give you a lift.”

Just go away, I thought to myself. I shook my head again, still not looking over at them.

The guy then banged three times on the outside of his car door. He shouted, “Girl! We got three rock-hard cocks here for you! Come ride with us!”

Now, I started to get really worried. This was turning into a very bad situation. My mind raced on trying to decide where I could run to. And could I even outrun three men who weren’t tired from being at work all day? I wondered if that line ever worked with anyone. This time I didn’t even shake my head. I just kept looking straight ahead and walking.

Someone in the car made a comment I couldn’t hear. A moment later, the car picked up speed and started moving ahead of me. Finally! They’re going away from me! But then my heart sank as I saw the car just move up a short distance, pull over and stop. The car doors flung open, and three guys got out. I stopped.

My heart started pumping. Fear welled up in me quickly. What do I do? They’re all bigger than me. I was scared for my life. I started looking around to see if there were any open doors or a car passing by. I was alone.

The guy who had spoken before unzipped his pants as he approached and pulled out a fully engorged penis. “You listen, bitch! I need this sucked, now!” The other two men unzipped their pants as well and grinned.

One of the other guys tapped the speaker on the shoulder. “Hey, dude. She looks pissed. I think she’s likely to bite your dick off instead.”

The first man chuckled. “I think you’re right. Let’s fuck her first, then.” They all grinned toothy grins together as if they had been practicing it. They started to move towards me.

I had to get away. A cold sweat trickled down my back. I’ve never been more scared in my life. Wildly, I looked around, trying to see something. Anything. They’re going to rape me! When they find out I’m a guy, they’ll probably kill me. After they rape me. I felt that flush of adrenaline wash over me. Maybe that would give me an edge to sprint away.

I was tightening my muscles to attempt to flee when I noticed them all glance towards the street. I heard a vehicle pull up to the curb beside me and then the sound of a window sliding down.

“Hey, Marty! Do you need a lift?”

I looked over and saw a dark pickup truck. I couldn’t see inside, but I recognized the voice. It was Paul Clemmons!

I shouted, “Yes! I do!” I turned and bolted to his truck.

The three men started towards me. One yelled, “Hey! That’s my bitch! Get your own!”

Before they could get close to me, I pulled the truck’s door open and leaped inside. Before I could get the door closed, Paul’s truck leaped away from the curb with a loud chirp of tires.

I actually hugged him. “Oh, Paul! I’m so glad to see you! Thank God you came by!”

Paul looked back behind him at the three men still standing on the sidewalk with their dicks out. “I’m glad I could help. That was a bad situation back there.”

“Yes, it was. No telling what they would have done.” I closed my eyes and leaned back in the passenger seat of the truck. I sighed. “What luck for you to be driving by right then.”

Paul suddenly looked sheepish. “Actually, I was hoping to catch up with you before you got home. I know Steve and he told me you always walk this way to your apartment.”

“Really?” I asked. “Why? I thought you hated me.”

Paul nodded. “I wanted to apologize for being such a jerk. I was worried you might have gotten fired because of me. No. Don’t say anything. I was wrong to get so upset. It was my mistake. You weren’t out to fool me.”

I shook my head. “Look. I didn’t mean to make you look foolish for hitting on me. It’s not like I knew you were going to be in the store. And I’m never dressing as a girl again at work. I don’t want this to happen again with someone else.”

Paul furrowed his brow. “Oh, please don’t change your life around because of me. Please stay a pretty girl. You seem very natural.”

Change my life around? I’m sure I told him this was just a gag by Hartley. Until tonight, I never dressed as a girl before. I didn’t see any point in correcting him. It’d probably just embarrass him further.

Pointing out the windshield, I said, “Those are my apartments there on the right. You can just drop me off at the curb.”

Paul drove his truck into an empty parking space. “I’ll walk with you. I want to make sure you get there safely.”

I smiled weakly at Paul. “You don’t have to do that. This is a good neighborhood. They have security cameras. I always feel pretty safe here.”

Paul smile as he opened his truck’s door and started to slide out. “I insist.”

I opened my door and sighed. “Okay. Whatever.” As I walked around the front of the truck, I said, “You do remember I’m not a girl, right? I appreciate your offer, but I really don’t need an escort.”

Paul grinned as his eyes fell on me. “Looking at you, that is truly easy to forget. But come on. Allow me this moment of chivalry.”

I laughed. I did my best to do a curtsey. “You are, after all, my knight in shining armor tonight.” I started to walk down the sidewalk. “I’m in building fifteen B, right around that corner.” I pointed.

Paul smiled broadly, and before I could react, he’d taken my hand. “Lead on, fair damsel.”

We walked in silence, but my mind raced. Why is he holding my hand? It seems he’s taken an interest in me. Why? He knows I’m a guy. Is he gay? Bi? Or is he just reacting to how I look as a girl? It really rattled me. I’ll be glad when I’m finally in my apartment.

“This is it.” We walked up a little path to my apartment door. I opened my purse to dig out my keys. Paul stood close and touched my elbow as I started to unlock the door.

“I’m glad you’re safe, Marti. I wish we could get punks like those three who attacked you off the street.”

“I’m just glad you showed up when you did. My knight in shining armor.” I laughed as I poked him in the chest. I opened the door slightly. “I can’t wait to hit the shower. And then I’ll probably just collapse on my bed. That ordeal completely drained me.”

Paul pushed a piece of paper in my hand. “That’s my number. When you’re ready to go to work tomorrow, please… Call me. I’ll give you a lift there and pick you back up at midnight.”

I looked at the paper. “Paul. Really. You don’t have to do that. I’m okay. I’ve been walking that route for months. Tonight was a fluke.”

“Well, at least until your friend Hartley comes back.” Paul’s expression was so earnest. He actually seemed to be sincerely concerned. “You know I won’t leave until you promise to call me for a ride.”

I grinned. “You know I can take two steps and shut the door, and you’ll be standing here by yourself.”

He grinned back. “But you won’t.”

I sighed heavily. “Okay. I’ll call. I have to be at work by four.”

“Great. Thanks!” He smiled. Paul started to turn away and stopped. He turned back to face me. “I saved your life tonight, right?”

I folded my arms across my chest and looked sideways at Paul. “Yes. And I’m grateful.”

Paul took a step towards me and grinned. “So you owe me one.”

A cold bolt ran down my spine. Oh God. Now what? Please don’t ask me for a blow job.

I narrowed my eyes and said with irritation, “I’ll get you a coupon for a free carton of soda.”

Paul’s grin got wider. “I can think of something better. How about I take you to a movie Friday?”

I frowned. “How about no?”

Paul’s smile faded slightly. “It’ll be great. Free movie. Free popcorn. Afterwards we can go to Taco del Rey, my treat.”

I looked sternly at Paul. “Don’t make me hate you.”

Paul flashed me another smile. “Well. Think about it.” He then did something I was not prepared for. He bent down and kissed my forehead. He then turned and walked away into the night, leaving me standing there stunned.

#

I looked up and down the street trying to spot Hartley. She said she was back. And she’s never been late on waiting for me. All I could see was a car parked by the curb. I stopped walking and frowned.

A girl poked her head out of the car window and waved. “Marty! Come on! Look what I got!”

I blinked and looked again. It was Hartley sitting in the driver’s seat of the car parked by the curb. She’s never had a car before. I walked up to her window.

“Hey, Hartley! Where did you get this?”

Smiling broadly, Hartley said, “Get in. I’ll tell you.”

I walked around and got into the car. As I got in, I noticed an odor I can only describe as old. The car was a bit on the grimy side.

Turning to me, Hartley said, “This was my grandpa’s car. That’s what the big family stink was about. It seems Grandpa breezed through a few red lights, so Dad had the police take Grandpa’s license away. He gave me Grandpa’s car.” The car probably needed a ring job with puffs of blue smoke coming from the exhaust.

“At least it’s wheels, huh?” I said as I peered through the dirt-encrusted windshield.

Hartley laughed. “Yep! It’s wheels.” She started to move the gear lever from Park to Drive when she stopped. She took off her sunglasses and gave me an incredulous look. “Are you wearing make-up?”

I looked down sheepishly at the car’s floor. “Yeah. I’ve kinda been wearing it every day since that first day.”

Hartley gave me a long look. “Why? You hated make-up.”

I looked over at her, my hair falling across my face. I shrugged. “I guess I changed my mind.”

Hartley shook her head. “I swear. I can’t even be gone two days without everything going to hell.” She put the car in Drive and drove away from the curb into the empty street.

I looked out the passenger side window. “Oh. I need to ask a favor.”

Hartley glanced over at me. “A favor?”

I nodded and looked at my nail-polished hands. “I’m going to need your help. I have a date with Paul on Friday.”

Hartley slammed on the car’s brakes in the middle of the street. She turned to me and shouted, “What the fuck?”

#

“You’re blocking the road.”

“I don’t care!” fumed Hartley. As she took her foot off the brake and we started rolling again, she asked, “Why in hell do you have a date with Paul?”

I shrugged. “It just kinda happened. I told him no at first. And then after he brought me back and forth to work, I started thinking about it.”

“Wait, wait,” interrupted Hartley. “He drove you to work and back?”

I nodded. “Well yeah. He thought it’d be safer after I was almost raped by a street gang.”

Hartley turned towards me and exclaimed, “You were what? Raped? How? Where?”

I shivered at the memory. “Three punks there in the worst part of our walk. Paul just happened to show up at the right moment, and I got away in his truck. God only knows what would have happened if they’d found out I wasn’t a girl.”

Staring intently out the windshield, Hartley said, “And then he asked you out? Right after rescuing you from rape? Gee. That’s not like taking advantage of your state of mind at all! He took advantage of you while you were stressed! That asshole!”

I looked over at Hartley. “Well, I did tell him no.”

Hartley frowned severely. “So, he kept asking until you submitted?”

“No. He left.”

“But you have a date with him?”

“Yes.”

“How, for God’s sake?” Hartley almost spat the words.

I sighed. “Last night, when he was taking me home, I got to thinking. What the hell, right? He knows I’m not a girl, so tricking him isn’t an issue. It’s a free movie and free snacks. Taco del Rey has the best burritos in town. And he gets this date out of his system. It’s win, win.”

Hartley drove her car into the grocery store parking lot. “He’s obsessed with dating you? For reals?”

As she parked the car, I said, “I wouldn’t say obsessed. Since he came up with the notion of dating a girl who isn’t a girl, he can’t seem to rest until he plays it out.”

Hartley turned off the car’s ignition. “So, he’s obsessed.”

I looked at my feet. “Yes.”

#

Hartley glanced at her phone. “It’s five-thirty now, and Paul said he’d be here at six. So I should probably get going.” She looked me up and down. “You look hot, girlfriend. He’s going to love you.”

I rotated around in front of her. “Was all this really necessary? I mean, it’s not like it’s a real date.”

Hartley had arrived fairly early in the morning to begin my transformation. She had me shave my legs and armpits. She washed my hair and added some big curls to it. She went full teen girl on the make-up with heavy eyeliner, smoky eye shadow, along with false eyelashes. She used all kinds of make-up to give me cheekbones and smooth my face, along with pink lipstick. My nails matched my lipstick.

I was wearing a tank top with the straps of my black lacy bra exposed, along with a short denim miniskirt. I was also wearing black lacy panties that Paul was never going to see. Hartley insisted it’d help me feel sexy. My ears aren’t pierced, but she found some hoop earrings I could wear. She also suggested I wear several of her large bracelets. And she insisted I wear strappy sandals with three-inch heels. She had me wearing them all day to get used to them.

Hartley just stared at me for a moment. “Marti, this is a real date as far as Paul is concerned. I can’t begin to imagine what inspired him to actually ask you out, but think about this. He could have just said, ‘Hey bro. Let’s go to a movie. My treat to make up for being an asshole.’ And then you’d have a bro-date and act all macho and shit. But he didn’t. Marti, he could have asked any girl of dozens out for a date.

“But he didn’t. He asked you. And if the date goes well, he might suggest going out again. Then the waiting game starts on if he’s actually going to call you. But anyway, tonight he’s your man, and you want to look hot for him.”

I frowned. “He’s not ‘my man’. Sheesh.” And I thought that he better not ask for another date.

Hartley grinned. “Well, he’s your man tonight.” She looked at her phone again. “Oh shit. I gotta get. Have fun. I put some condoms in your purse.”

I rolled my eyes at her. “That’s funny. You’re hilarious.”

Hartley laughed as she walked out the door.

I went into the bathroom to check out my look again. My God! Hartley worked some magic for sure. I was hot. I was annoyed and self-embarrassed to feel Mr. Happy starting to strain against the gaff Hartley made for me so nothing would suddenly fall out at a bad time. Holy crap! I’m turning myself on!

I left the restroom and sat on the couch. I was really nervous. This was crazy. This was insane. I’m waiting for a guy to show up to take me on a date. Here I was, dressed as a really hot girl, waiting to be picked up by a really hot guy. It didn’t help that I used to have a crush on him either.

I almost fell off the couch; I was so wound up when the doorbell rang. My mind raced. He was here! What should I do? Maybe if I hide, he’ll go away. The doorbell rang a second time. I took a deep breath and sighed. I stood up and walked nervously to the door. Are girls nervous like this on a first date, or just guys dressed as girls? And I didn’t mean first date. I meant just a date.

I put my hand on the doorknob and froze. What the hell am I doing? I shook my head as I mentally slapped myself. Geez. He’s just a guy. An old school friend… urm well, acquaintance anyway. No big deal, right? And me? I’m his date for the night. Ah hell, I thought. Just open the damned door.

I opened the damned door.

And there stood Paul, beaming a radiant smile. He was holding an assorted bouquet of flowers. He gave a low whistle as his eyes roved up and down on me. “Oh wow, Marti. You look great!” It was so embarrassing the way he was staring at me. He pushed the flowers towards me. “I don’t know what your favorite flower is, so I got a variety. Hope that’s okay.”

I hesitated a moment. Nobody has ever brought me flowers before. I wasn’t sure how to react. “Of course! They’re gorgeous.” I took the flowers from him and took the time to sniff them. “Nice! Please come in for a minute while I put these in water.” They always say that in movies when someone is handed flowers, so I guess that’s what you’re supposed to do.

I didn’t have any vases, so I took a pitcher from the cupboard, filled it with water and started to put the flowers in it. “You didn’t have to bring me flowers, Paul. But thank you! They’re beautiful!”

Looking shyly at his hands, Paul said, “I’m glad you like them.” I turned to face him and got my first good look at him. I immediately felt over-dressed as he was just wearing a light, collared shirt and jeans. He’d managed to comb his hair, and you could really tell he works out.

“You look great too, Paul!” I said, sounding a little too excited. There was an awkward pause where I found myself staring stupidly at him. I looked away for a moment and said, “What time does the movie start?”

He kept staring at me. “In about forty minutes. We should probably head out.”

“Let me get my purse, and we’ll go!” I walked over to the couch to pick up the purse I’d borrowed from Hartley. This was a little larger than the other purse I’d borrowed. As I bent down to pick it up and started to close it, I glanced inside. Along with my apartment keys, my cell phone, some just-in-case money, a lipstick, a compact, some tissues and a tampon, I saw that Hartley really did put a couple of condoms in my purse.

Are they his and hers? It was a joke, I’m sure, but I still wanted to throttle her. It was just a movie date. He’s a guy. And so am I. And never the twain shall meet. Or anything else…

“Are you okay?” asked Paul standing by the door.

Smirking, I said, “I’m fine. Let’s go.”

After I locked my door, Paul took my hand and led me through the apartment complex to where he had to park. I still found it amusing that he wanted to hold my hand. It’s romantic, but we’re not being romantic. Is he afraid I’ll run away? I need to stop trying to over-analyze things. I’m sure it’s just what he likes to do when he’s out with a girl. And today, that’s me.

I was annoying myself with the clicking of my own heels. I tried to shorten my steps to see if that lessened the sound. Oh great. Now I was mincing. I tried to find a gait in between that would let me keep up with Paul. It was a beautiful late afternoon/early evening. I’ll just concentrate on that.

As we walked to his truck, Paul kept glancing over at me. “It’s weird. You actually look younger. Like you’re in high school.”

I shrugged. “We only graduated last year."

Paul shook his head. “I mean, like sixteen or seventeen.”

Glancing over at him, I asked, “Is that bad?”

Paul laughed. “Only if we’re having sex later since I’m twenty!”

I stopped and let go of his hand. “What?”

Paul laughed again. “I’m kidding! I’m kidding!”

Frowning, I said, “I certainly hope so!” I took his hand again, and we started walking to his truck.

Paul shrugged and said, “Actually. Since you’re what? Nineteen? It’d be okay.”

I whacked him on the shoulder with my purse. “Will you stop already?”

Paul laughed again. “Okay, okay!”

The rest of the short walk to Paul’s truck, he had a slight, enigmatic smile to some inner thought.

The drive to the mall was mostly quiet. Paul had his truck radio set on a smooth jazz station. As Paul drove, I thought of the insanity of what we were both doing. I looked over at Paul, and he looked back at me and smiled. This shit was real. I’m on a date with a man. I’m his date. I’m dressed as a girl. Just plain crazy.

I looked over at Paul as we approached the mall parking lot. I shrugged, “Why Paul? Why the date?”

Paul smiled as he drove his truck into the parking lot and headed toward the theater. “Why not? I mean, I really am trying to make it up for being rude to that beautiful girl who was giving me a sincere confession. And what’s funny, is that when I first saw you, I was reminded of a long-ago memory of a girl in middle school that kept trying to get my attention, I guessed for a date. I just blew her off, not because she wasn’t cute, I just really didn’t have time for girls then. And then she went away, never coming close to me again. I was haunted by her, though.

“She was so pretty. I even thought about what a date with her would be like when I was out with other girls. I would see her in the halls at school, always at a distance. We never had any classes together. I could never bring myself to talk to her even though I let myself become obsessed with her. But, in high school, I got to be so busy, I kind of forgot about her. I was sure she was around, but I just never noticed her anymore with all the things I had going on in my life. I just forgot her.

“Until I saw you in the store. That face. That hair. That ass! I realized you were that girl that haunted my memories. You were there! Right in front of me. I was talking to you. I had to ask you out. I didn’t want to lose out a second time. And when I learned the truth about my idolized, perfect girl, well, that was quite a blow.”

Wow. I never had any idea. How could I? He never talked to me. I really didn’t know what to think about Paul basically obsessing over me. I suddenly felt awful about it, but I had no way of knowing how he felt.

Looking down at my hands folded on my lap, I said sincerely, “I’m very sorry, Paul. I wasn’t trying to get a date back then. I had become obsessed with becoming your friend. I wasn’t trying to fool you then either. I had no idea you thought I was a girl.”

Paul parked his truck and killed the ignition. He laughed and his face slowly brightened. “Well, you certainly can’t get any more star-crossed than that. And so, I really felt bad about getting angry with you, after I had thought long and hard about it. It wasn’t your fault I was, well, in love with the girl that I thought you were.”

I felt my face turning red. I couldn’t bring myself to look directly at Paul. “I’m flattered and all, but after learning the truth, why the date?”

He opened the truck’s driver’s side door and shrugged. “Like I said. Why not? You were wearing girl’s clothes and make-up; I figured you probably enjoyed being a girl, and here was a chance to exorcise you from my soul by finally having that date and getting you out of my system. It seemed like… well, it seemed like fate.”

I’m going to kill Hartley. I’d never dressed as a girl until that, well, fateful day she dressed me up. He must think I dress like a girl every day. And since I dressed like a girl every day when he was giving me a lift, I can’t really fault him for thinking that. It was so stupid. I was dressing for him to make me easier to deal with when he picked me up. It was just stupid. And now, here I was. His date.

He smiled at me when he took my hand again as we walked towards the mall. It felt different after learning he had obsessed about me. A part of me actually liked that he’d felt that way. The other part of me was ashamed.

I started to get nervous as we approached the crowd that was usually hanging around the movie theater entrance to the mall. The whole mixed bag of groups of boys, some groups of girls and groups of couples. I’d walked through that gauntlet of kids many times from high school on and never gave it a thought. Now, I actually felt intimidated.

In my short skirt and high heels, I felt vulnerable. It didn’t help that every boy, seriously every one, turned their eyes to me as we approached. Hearing a boy telling his friends, ‘hey, check her out,’ and they all turn to look made me very uncomfortable since I know just how boys think. The girls checked me out as well.

I felt like an interloper in a foreign land. I felt extremely out of place. It seemed as if everyone was staring at me. I wrapped my arm around Paul’s.

Before we could get to the door to the mall, a girl stepped up to Paul. I remember seeing her from my old school days… ha, old… just last year. I didn’t remember her name, though. She had been one of the prettiest girls at school, and she knew it.

“Well, hey there, Paul,” she cooed. “Haven’t seen you since graduation! Where have you been hiding?”

Paul seemed less than thrilled to be talking to this girl. “Oh hey, Jolene. Just working and going to Cornett.” Cornett was the local junior college where a lot of kids went before moving on to a more expensive university.

Jolene turned towards my direction and looked down her nose at me. “Oh, Paul. Still fishing in high school for dates?” She squinted at me. “Or is she middle school?” She laughed. “Careful, Paulie. Her daddy might not like her dating older men.”

Paul just shrugged. “What can I say?”

Jolene smirked at Paul. “When you get through playing with children, come look me up again. Nice chatting with you again.” She turned and walked away.

I tugged on Paul’s hand. “Did she just call me a child? Why I…”

Paul chuckled and kept a tight grip on my hand. “Don’t let her get to you. She’s a bitch and probably jealous I’m with a girl prettier than she is. Let it go.”

I relaxed. “You’re right.” I mentally slapped myself for allowing myself to get upset. And then, it dawned on me what else Paul had said. “Prettier? Are you crazy? Jolene is gorgeous.”

Paul looked down at me. “You are very pretty. And a lot nicer girl than Jolene will ever be.”

How do I process having a man tell me I’m pretty? I mentally shrugged as I held onto Paul’s arm a bit tighter as we proceeded through the sea of strange faces. I’m sure he’d say that to anyone he was on a date with.

I relaxed a bit more when we finally entered the mall and got away from that random crowd of kids. I still felt intimidated being dressed as a girl, even though a quick glance around showed I was dressed the same as most other girls. It’s not like I stood out.

Paul frowned. “The line is already getting long, and the movie starts soon. We’d better get in line.” With six screens, there was no telling what movie everyone in the line was for. I guess most were going to see the latest installment of the Robot Ninja Warrior movies.

As we approached the end of the line, a boy I remembered from school with his girlfriend in tow, spotted us, grinned and headed our direction.

He bumped knuckles with Paul. “Paul! My man. Haven’t seen you in twelve parsecs. How’s it going?”

Paul smiled at his friend. Sullivan was his last name, I think. “Hey, Sully. You know. Same shit, different day.”

Sully looked me up and down and smiled. He leaned in towards Paul as if he was being confidential. “Still dating high school girls?”

Paul laughed. “Old habits. But so are you.”

Chuckling, Sully said, “But at least I’m in high school. Hey. Are you going to the Robot Ninja movie? You can sit with us.”

Paul shook his head. “Thanks, but I’m taking her to see Covered Bridges.”

Sully’s girlfriend who up until now had looked annoyed, smiled and said, “Oh! I so want to see that! I’ve heard it’s really great.”

With a look of distaste, Sully said, “But that’s a romance movie!”

Paul smiled and inclined his head towards me. “That’s true.” In all honesty, I was hoping we were going to the Robot Ninja movie.

Sully’s girlfriend’s expression changed to one of pleading. “Oh please, baby. Can we go see Covered Bridges instead?”

Sully sounded disgusted. “No way!”

Sully’s girlfriend let go of his hand and folded her arms. “Fine!”

Sensing a potential fight coming on, Paul said, “We need to get in line. Good talking to you, Sully.”

Still holding my hand, Paul led me to the end of the line.

While standing in line, two pretty girls walked past us in the mall hallway. They both smiled at Paul. One said, “Oh look! Paul’s taking his daughter to a movie!” They both laughed. Paul just grinned and waved at them as they went by.

Deeply annoyed, I asked, “Do I really look that young?”

Paul shook his head and laughed. “You’re a very sensitive girl, aren’t you? No, you can’t possibly look young enough to be my daughter if I had one. But you really do look like you could pass for a high school girl. Don’t worry about it. I think it’s funny.”

I sighed. “If you say so. You sure know a lot of girls.”

Paul laughed again. “Don’t worry about that either.”

I didn’t show it, but I did feel a pang of disappointment when Paul bought two tickets for Covered Bridges.

As we got in the snack line, I tiptoed to whisper into Paul’s ear, “I gotta go to the head… I mean the little girl’s room.”

Paul nodded as I let go of his hand and hurried off to the restrooms. I had gone before Paul had picked me up, but I guess all the excitement of being a girl was too much. I hesitated. I almost went into the guy’s restroom. But I was definitely worried about going into the women’s. Other than one occupied stall, there was no one else in the room. I just rushed into the first empty stall and closed the door.

I looked in disgust at the pee-spattered seat. I thought about just raising the seat and taking care of my business quickly while standing. But that would be tempting fate too much. And the woman in the stall next to me would probably see one of my feet facing the wrong way for sitting down. I took a wad of toilet paper and wiped the seat as best I could. Do I drop my skirt or pull it up? I had no idea of the proper protocol. From getting ready this afternoon to trying to figure out how to go to the restroom, I never realized just how complicated being a girl was.

I just pulled the skirt up and lowered the gaff Hartley had made for me. I hoped I could get it back in place. I definitely didn’t want Mr. Happy making a sudden appearance. I sat down with a feeling of disgust and wondered if I was still supposed to keep my knees together. Well, nobody could see me.

From the stall next to me, I heard some rustling noise and a frantic, whispered voice. “No, no, no! Where’s my tampon! Oh shit!”

At first, I just sat there finishing my business, deeply annoyed at hearing the word tampon. Then it dawned on me. I pulled my purse around to my lap, opened it and removed the one thing I had no business having. I held it under the wall of the stall. “Here. I have an extra,” I said, deciding I didn’t like holding a tampon.

The woman quickly took the tampon from my grasp. “Oh, thank you! Thank you so much!” I heard her tearing off the wrapper.

“You’re welcome,” I said softly as I stood up and quickly put the gaff back into place. I pulled my panties up and smoothed the front of my skirt. I really didn’t want to still be in the restroom when the woman came out. I realize that having periods and using tampons are a way of life for most women, but I really didn’t like being part of the process.

I stood at the sink, washing my hands a little longer than necessary. I looked up at my reflection. I just stood there gaping. I couldn’t believe the beautiful girl staring back at me. I fully understood why all the boys were looking at me. And knowing what they had been thinking totally disgusted me. I made a quick check of my make-up and then dashed from the restroom when I heard the woman starting to open the stall door and flushing.

Paul was standing near the restrooms holding our snacks when I came out. Looking annoyed, he asked, “What is it about restrooms with girls?”

As I took my soda from him, I said, “You don’t want to know.”

The previews had already started when we entered the theater. We stood there a moment until our eyes adjusted, then we walked down the steps to find a good seat. Negotiating steps was not a skill I had learned during my afternoon introduction to wearing high heels. The second step, I almost stumbled. I could picture myself being pitched headlong down the steps, soda flying in all directions. I took each step slowly and deliberately. Paul looked impatient when I finally reached the row he was waiting at.

Paul let me enter the row first. I walked to about the middle and sat down. The theater was less than half full, so there were plenty of places to sit. Except for one guy sitting by himself on the very back row, everyone in the theater were couples.

As we got settled and Paul positioned the tub of popcorn so we could both reach it, the movie started with a shot of a covered bridge over a stream, a single tree growing next to it. The movie’s theme music was an orchestra swirl. I took a bite of popcorn, thinking that this movie was going to be really boring.

Not very long into the movie, it becomes obvious the plot centered on a love triangle between a society girl who hates her regimented life, an up-and-coming socialite boy who sees the girl as his ticket to making it with the elite in the town and a simple farm boy who is heart-achingly in love with the girl who at first doesn’t know he exists. I decided I could fall asleep right then and wake up when it was over, pretty much knowing how it ends.

And as expected, Paul’s arm mysteriously managed to find its way draped over my shoulders. I didn’t try to pull his arm away. In fact, I had started feeling a bit dreamy being next to Paul. With his arm around me, I no longer felt vulnerable. Paul pulling me closer to him actually made me feel more comfortable in this environment dressed the way I was. I lay my head on his shoulder and snuggled in, hoping I could catch a nap.

If I had had an actual breast under my tank top and bra and could feel it, I probably would have been annoyed at Paul fondling me.

After I had snuggled in a bit closer, I could feel Paul’s face nuzzling my hair. I could feel his breath on the side of my face. I froze. How do I respond to this? The movie was really setting a romantic mood which I had to admit was affecting me a bit. That’s why I snuggled in closer. But I really didn’t expect Paul to react romantically towards me. Did his lips just brush against my cheek?

And then, there it was. Without warning, Paul’s lips were pressed against mine. It was a soft, lingering romantic kiss, the kind that warms your heart. Having been lulled into a romantic funk, I didn’t resist at first. It was like Paul knew the exact moment to try to kiss me. And it worked. For a few moments, I melted in his arms.

As he sat up straighter, I readjusted my position to sit up more, and my hand slipped to his lap. Oh my God! Under his pants, I felt a massive hard-on. He was completely turned on by me. Me! I suddenly found it hard to breathe. I quickly pulled my hand away. Paul had no business getting a hard-on for me. I tried not to show it, but I got a little pissed. Not just at Paul, but at me as well. And Hartley for getting me into this.

Paul leaned over to my ear and whispered, “Sorry, babe. You’re just so beautiful, so irresistible… so kissable I just couldn’t help myself.” In other words, he was just being a guy.

Actually, his hard-on bothered me much more than his kiss. What should I do? Slap him? Walk out? Kick him in the nuts?

I decided it was best to just ignore it. I leaned back up against him. “It’s okay.” He smiled at me. I really don’t think he knows I know he has a hard on. I plan to keep it that way. I’m not going to get upset or yell at him for getting turned on by me. Hell, I got turned on by me.

The movie didn’t end the way I expected. The farm boy, in a rage of jealousy tried to kill the socialite boy with a pitchfork and wound up falling from the covered bridge into the river and drowning, and the girl got the socialite. So far, nothing about the evening has gone as I thought it would.

As we walked slowly back to Paul’s truck, he asked, “Well. What did you think of the movie?”

I linked my arm with his and looked up at him. “It was good. I liked it. The ending took me by surprise.” Actually, I did like the movie. I don’t think there was so much as one second of CGI in it.

Paul laughed. “Yeah. That surprised me too. Hey. It’s only eight-thirty. Want to get a taco or something?”

“Wasn’t that the plan?” I asked.

Paul nodded. “Just making sure.”

A couple of teen boys ran past us and startled me. They weren’t doing anything other than chasing each other, but it made me appreciate having Paul to hang on to.

A few minutes later, we were walking into the entrance of Taco del Rey. Paul pointed at the menu. “Order anything you like.”

“Last of the big-time spenders?” I asked with a grin.

“You got it.”

After we sat down with our food at a secluded table by the window, Paul just studied me a moment. “You haven’t said anything.”

I was about to take a bite of my burrito. “About what?”

His expression didn’t change. “About being out on a date with a man. With me.”

I chewed thoughtfully for a moment while I considered his question. “Honestly, I enjoyed it. It was different, that’s for sure. Being dressed this way, I was much more comfortable with you there next to me.”

A guy I recognized from school, who graduated before either Paul or me, started to walk past us with a very pretty woman with him. She looked to be a couple of years older than him.

Paul smiled and waved at him when he glanced in our direction. He said, “Vic! Hey man, how are you?”

Vic smiled at Paul. “Doing good. Next semester I’m transferring to State.” He then grinned and pointed at the woman he was with. “Have you met my fiancé, Nichole? We met at college.”

I just waved. Paul said, “Nice to meet you, Nichole. Vic and I go way back.”

Pointing at me, Vic asked, “Aren’t you going to introduce us to your ah, friend?”

Paul said, “Guys, I’d like you to meet Marti.”

Vic acted like he had a hat to tip. “Nice to meet you, miss.” He studied me a moment and frowned as he looked at Paul. “Man, listen. Seriously. You need to stop trolling the middle schools. You’re going to get into trouble.”

I threw my arms up in the air and shouted, “Oh my God! Really?”

Before Paul could say anything, I put my arm around his neck and looked straight at Vic. “Hey. Daddy said it was okay. Plus, he helps me with my homework.”

Both Vic and Nichole looked deeply embarrassed. Vic nodded to Paul, “Remember. I’m not bailing you out. See ya’ ‘round.”

As Vic left the building, I burst out laughing. “Oh my God! That’s so ridiculous! I’m not fifteen or whatever! And it’s not like you’d date me if I was! Right?”

Paul just smiled and said, “No. No of course not. But why did you do that? Now Vic thinks I’m a perv!”

I cradled my head in my hands. I sighed, “Just call him tomorrow and tell him I’m the same age as you. And tell him I’m a boy.”

Paul laughed. “Yeah, right! Like I’d do that. I can just imagine what ol’ Vic would say to that.” He suddenly looked at me seriously. “Seriously, Marti. You need to stop getting so upset just because someone miss-ages you. You’re acting like a fifteen-year-old.”

Giggling, I pulled some ice from my drink cup and tossed it at him.

#

“Honestly Paul. You don’t need to walk with me to my apartment.” I started to open my door on his truck. “I don’t know how many times I’ve walked there.”

Paul shook his head. “I’d feel better if I walked with you. There’re some dark places between those buildings.”

With Paul’s arm around my shoulders and my arm around his waist, we started towards my apartment. It was a gorgeous night. I wished I could see the stars through the glare of the city lights. We walked in silence. I was lost in my own thoughts.

As we came up to my door, I said, “Thank you.”

We stopped on the walkway in front of my door. Paul turned me to face him. “For what?”

I smiled at him. “For tonight! It really was wonderful. Thank you for the movie. Thank you for the dinner. It was just an awesome night.”

Paul grinned at me. “I’m glad you enjoyed it. I had a great time.” He paused a moment. “I’d love to do this again sometime.”

I just grinned back up at him. Was he asking me out again? Seriously? Or was it just standard end of a date thing to say? I enjoyed the evening, but honestly, would I actually say yes to being asked out again? I don’t know. But to be polite, I knew what my answer had to be. Even with me wearing heels, he was still taller than me, so I had to look up to look him in the eye. “Sure. I’d love that. I had fun being a pretend girl.” I held out my hand for him to shake it.

He just stared at my hand for a moment before he took a step towards me. He reached up and pushed a strand of hair from my face and then slid his fingers slowly down my cheek. I felt a tingle at his touch. “A real girl deserves a real good night…”

Paul then bent his head towards me as he pulled me closer. And our lips touched. Oh God, I’m kissing a guy again! He pulled me ever closer as his passion heated up. I closed my eyes. Ohh yeah, he’s kissing me! I tried to think of something else until he stopped, but instead, I found myself melting. His kiss was like no other I’d ever had. My knees began to weaken. I slid my arms around his neck so I could return his kisses. I was forgetting to breathe. I didn’t want this moment to end. The last time I got tongue with a kiss was a few years ago with my Aunt Zelda whom we no longer visit.

We separated for just a moment. Just long enough for a breath. I sighed, “Oh, Paul!” And then my lips found his again. I sucked his tongue into my mouth and moaned deeply. I know it’s insane, but all I wanted was to stand here and be kissed by this man.

Paul pulled back, wearing a huge smile, a twinkle in his eye. “Now there’s the girl I knew was in there.” My breathing was heavy and rapid. He stepped back, his hands on my shoulders. “I need to go now. I’ll call you.”

I stood there in front of my door, watching Paul walk away into the darkness, his kiss still on my lips. My voice breathy, I said, “Goodnight, Paul.”

I turned and unlocked my door then I just stood there, one hand on the doorknob. I turned and looked back into the darkness. I couldn’t articulate the swirl of emotions I was experiencing.

As I entered my apartment, I smiled, remembering what Hartley had said. Now began the wait to see if and when he’d call me back. And honestly, despite the dreamy way I felt at the moment, did I really want him to call me?

I washed my face and fell immediately to sleep.

#

I didn’t have to wait long to see if he’d call me back. Saturday, that very next morning, Paul called me to ask if I wanted to grab some lunch.

I smiled slightly and said yes…

The End

###


Business Tripped

“Let me help you with that, miss,” said a man I hoped worked for the hotel as he pulled the suitcase from my grasp.

By now, I was used to being referred to as a girl. That was the plan, after all. Ever since Dad died in that tuna fishing accident years ago, Mom has made me dress as a girl when she goes off on her summer business trips. About a month before school ends for the summer, I’m not allowed to get a haircut, though I keep it on the longish side anyway. When I was little, Mom just felt it was easier for me to pretend to be her daughter for going to the restroom and for other reasons that she would never actually say why. And by now, some of her business clients only know me as a girl.

So, for about six weeks that we’re on the road, I’m Kim instead of Tony. And I’m hoping that this year will be the last year. But then, I hoped that every year. But since I just turned fourteen, I doubt I can stay looking like a girl much longer. The last couple of trips, Mom has talked about retiring from being head of sales to something less hectic.

“Come on, honey,” said Mom. “Let’s get checked in.” Mom tossed the car keys to the valet after we emptied the trunk. The man who had taken my bags started loading everything onto a cart.

“Okay, Mom,” I said, running the ten feet between us. Mistaking me for a girl was pretty normal. My long hair bounced around my shoulders. I wasn’t wearing make-up, but I was wearing green nail polish. And I’d never tell Mom, but I actually kind of liked the short black denim skirt I was wearing. Later in the summer, when I’d switch to just shorts, it just wasn’t the same. To finish the illusion, you could see my bra straps outlined by my t-shirt.

Taking my hand, Mom led me inside the spacious and cool hotel lobby. There were lots of people standing and walking around. This was the apex of our trip, the big sales convention over the next few days. There was a convention hall adjacent to the hotel, and the company Mom worked for had paid for a small booth for Mom to man. Mom was excited. She loved meeting both new and old clients at these things.

Me? Not so much.

I couldn’t help Mom with the booth and the convention part was boring to me. Fortunately for me, there was a mall on the other side adjacent to the hotel with a movie theater and video arcade, which were the only two places I was allowed to go. Mom wasn’t too keen on me going to the video arcade since it was usually filled with boys.

The boys could be annoying since they hogged the games I wanted to play or they’d try to flirt with me. Sometimes I’d flirt back when I was short on cash to get a soda or something to eat from the food court.

After standing in line for over fifteen minutes to get checked in, we finally made it to the check-in counter. When Mom said her name to the clerk, a man standing at the counter with another clerk looked over at us with a curious look.

“Denise Booker? I thought I recognized the voice,” said the man with a big smile.

Looking a bit confused, Mom turned to him and, with a wrinkled brow, said, “Hmm?”

The man held out his hand and said, “I’m John. John Connor. With Brono Aerospace? I talk to you at least once a month on the phone.”

Smiling with sudden recognition, Mom limply shook John’s hand and said, “Oh yeah. John. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

I just looked at the man and said flatly, “Where’s your terminator?”

John laughed without humor and pointed at me. He said, “Cute. You must be Kim. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Oh, terrific. Mom talks about “Kim” with clients at work instead of her actual son.

Mom put her arm around me and smiled. She said, “Yep. This is my daughter Kim.”

John smiled at me and said, “Nice to meet you too, Kim.” To Mom, he said, “You have a lovely daughter. She looks just like you.”

A boy stepped out from behind him, and John put his arm around the boy and said, “And this is my son Levi.”

Mom smiled at the boy and said, “Very nice to meet you, Levi. You look about the same age as Kim. I know Kim really hates these conventions. She gets so bored. Maybe you two could hang out in the mall?”

Levi smiled at me and said, “I’d like that.” He waved at me. I took him for being older than me since he was more than a bit taller than I was. Turned out he was only a few months older.

I whispered, “Mom!”

Mom just stood there smiling at John. John said, “That’d be a great idea. Say. The convention doesn’t start until tomorrow morning. How about dinner tonight?”

He saw Mom start to frown slightly and hesitate. John said, “Dutch treat?”

Mom smiled and said, “Sure. Mind if I bring Kim?”

John grinned and said, “I don’t see why not. Levi will be with me. I’ll talk about one of our products for a minute so you can claim a business expense.”

Mom giggled slightly.

John said, “Great. I know a really nice Italian restaurant a couple of blocks away. Meet in the lobby around seven?”

Mom took the room’s key card from the hotel clerk and said to John, “We’ll be there.” She started to walk away from the counter.

“See you then,” said John with a grin.

As the elevator doors began to close, through clenched teeth I hissed, “Mom! Have you lost you’re freakin’ mind?”

#

“Will you stop fussing and help me find you a dress?” said Mom as she flipped past another dress on the rack. We were in a dress store in the mall. I felt embarrassed to be in the store.

I said, “Why are you buying me a dress anyway?”

Frowning, Mom said, “Because you can’t go to dinner dressed like that!” I was wearing the T-shirt and black denim skirt.

“Why not?” I protested, folding my arms.

“Because we’re not going to Mickey D’s, that’s why. I already have a few nice dresses to wear at the convention. You’re going to need matching shoes and purse. Hmm. Did you bring your diamond earrings?”

Folding my arms tighter, I said, “Remember who I am, Mom? And… and this is dinner with strangers, not a double date!”

Mom stopped looking through the dresses hanging on the rack and looked at me with a confused look. She said, “Hmm? What are you talking about? Of course, this isn’t a date. But you want to look nice for Levi, don’t you?” She started looking through the dresses again.

I put my hand on Mom’s to stop her from pulling out another dress to look at. I said, “Mom. Stop. Please. I’m not a girl, remember? I don’t care if I look nice for Levi or not.”

Mom stopped and looked at me and heaved a heavy sigh. She said, “You’re right. I’ve been working too hard, and I’m not thinking straight.”

She brushed her hair out of her eyes and ran her fingers through my hair. She said, “Look, honey. I know I’m asking a lot from you, but can you give me a break? Do you have any idea how long it’s been since a man has asked me to dinner, Dutch or not? I know it’s not going to go anywhere, but I really like John. Isn’t he handsome? And I’m not asking you to date Levi. Just be nice to him. Okay? For me?”

I hate it when Mom begs and tries to make me feel guilty. I looked at the floor for a moment and then back to Mom. With a weak smile, I said, “Okay, Mom. You win. Let’s pick out a pretty dress.”

Mom beamed as she turned back to the rack and pulled out a dress. She said, “I think this floral print is very pretty and very feminine. It really suits you.”

#

“You’re so beautiful!” Mom gushed as I exited the bathroom after checking my make-up. I was wearing the new dress she’d bought me while we were out in the shopping mall.

I spun around for her as I said, “Thanks, Mom.” My hair flared out around my neck as the dress’ skirt did the same.

Mom bit her finger a moment as she continued to look at me. A worried expression fell across her face as she said, “I’m so sorry, honey.”

“Sorry for what, Mom?” I asked as I smoothed the skirt down as I sat on the edge of my hotel bed.

Pointing at me, her palm upwards, Mom said, “Look at you. I’m sorry I keep making you dress as my daughter. It’s just that I… you know…”

I smiled at Mom and said, “You always wanted a daughter. I kinda got that idea a long time ago. I don’t mind it, Mom. I’m used to dressing this way, and sometimes it’s a lot of fun. You just keep forgetting I’m not a girl. Even when I’m not dressed as one.”

Even during the rest of the year, when I didn’t spend most of the summer dressed as a girl, Mom and I would have girly weekends where she’d try different make-up looks on me, and we’d try different nail polish and paint my toenails. I realized early on that this wasn’t what most boys did on weekends with their dads, but it became a special time that just Mom and I shared.

Sitting on the bed next to me, Mom patted my leg and said, “I know. I know. I just went overboard in the opposite direction when I realized there was no way I could substitute for your father after he died. Before he died, he would talk to me about all the big plans he wanted to do with you. Stuff like watching football games, restoring old cars, camping, fishing. He even wanted to take you on a bear-hunting trip after you got a little older. I gave up trying to do boy things with you after that one camping trip.”

I frowned and said, “Yeah. That was a disaster. And again, I was just being myself, and I was still mistaken for a girl.”

Mom laughed, “Those girl shorts you wore didn’t help.”

Feigning anger, I exclaimed, “I packed what I was used to wearing. Again it was ultimately your fault!”

“As long as I live, I’ll never forget that frustrating time of trying to put up our tent,” sighed Mom. “We spent thirty minutes trying to put up that stupid thing! Then that nice man and his son from the next campsite came over and offered to help. They had the tent up in about five minutes.”

Scowling, I said, “They were laughing at us. They only offered to help after I got hopelessly tangled up inside the tent. I’ll always remember them coming up, still chuckling and asking, ‘Do you ladies need some help?’ I know you thought the man was cute, Mom. But they thought we were stupid. They thought we were incapable because we were girls. Or they just thought we were girls.”

Mom shrugged and said, “Well, we were incapable, honey. Not because we’re girls, but because of experience. I can guarantee you those guys didn’t set their tent up for the first time in five minutes.”

Still frowning, I said, “That boy, Frank, was it? He was only about a year older than me. We might have been friends, running around in the forest behind our campsites and doing guy stuff. But no, he treated me like a girl. It didn’t help you introduced me as Kim…”

“Sorry, honey…”

“… and he acted like I was helpless,” I continued. “When you were going to show me how to fish, even though you’d never gone fishing yourself, they laughed at us again. They’d brought a canoe and said we’d never catch anything from the small dock extending into the lake. Frank laughed when I got squeamish about sticking the bait on the hook. He didn’t talk to me like he’d talk to another guy. He talked down to me.”

Mom shrugged again and said, “Well, they did show us how to gut and clean fish. That was nasty business.”

I said, “Then they asked if we’d cook them. They actually said we’d probably do a better job at cooking than they would. Gee. I wonder why *that* would be, huh?”

“A lot of guys are like that, honey,” said Mom. “And I’m afraid I didn’t help change their minds. I’m just not much of an outdoors person. I’m sorry. I gave it my best shot, though.”

Staring at the floor, feelings of inadequacy flooding my mind, suddenly very aware of my dress, make-up, pierced earrings, styled hair, bra, panties and sandals, I said, “We both left the camp on the same day. They laughed at us as we took down the tent. No offers to help this time. They neatly packed their tent back into that stupid little bag that’s too small to hold the tent even though it came out of it, and laughed at us as you just wadded the tent up and stuffed it into the trunk of the car.”

Mom sighed and said, “I never did get it back into that little bag.”

I looked over at Mom and asked, “You know what the worst was, though?”

Mom ran her fingers through my long hair. She smiled slightly and said, “What was that, honey?”

“Frank came over to say good-bye as his dad started up their pickup truck to leave,” I said, remembering my anger. “I said goodbye to him, reached out to shake his hand and as he took my hand, he pulled me to him, and he kissed me. Right on the mouth! He kissed me! He grinned and ran to jump into his dad’s truck as they quickly drove away. He yelled from the truck, ‘See you next year!’”

Mom pulled me close so my head lay on her shoulder. She said, “Oh honey. You never told me that before. I’m sorry. That must have been terrible for you.”

I buried my head more into Mom’s shoulder and said, “It was worse than that.” In almost a whisper, I said, “I liked it.”

#

I tugged on the hem of my skirt in a vain attempt to get it to stay covering my knee as I sat across from Mom in one of the lobby couches. Glumly, I said, “I would have figured ‘around seven’ would mean a bit closer to seven.” I put my phone back into my purse after checking the time for the fortieth time.

Mom just smiled at me and said, “Oh, have some patience, honey. You’re not excited about going out to dinner, are you?”

Frowning, I said, “No. I’m hungry.”

Mom turned to look at the elevators and said, “Oh, look. Here they come now. And see? I told you we needed to dress up a bit.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell Mom I saw John and Levi get off the elevator about fifteen minutes before wearing t-shirts and jeans, spotted us and turned around to get back on the elevator. Now they both wore slacks and dress shirts. No tie, though.

Mom stood up as they approached. It’s rare to see her with such a big smile. I was glad to see her so happy. I stood up next to Mom and took her hand. I smiled with her.

“Good evening, John,” said Mom.

John grinned, looking at Mom. He said, “Ladies. I called ahead and reserved a table for us.”

“Very thoughtful,” said Mom. “Are we ready to go?”

John took a step backwards and said, “You’re very lovely tonight, Denise.” He glanced at his watch and said, “Ready if you are.”

“Hey, Levi,” I said.

“Hey,” said Levi.

“Okay, ladies,” said John. “Let’s go grab a taxi.”

As we walked towards the lobby’s exit, Levi looked me up and down and said, “You look very nice, Kim. That’s a very pretty dress.”

I gave him a smile and said, “Thank you. You look nice too.”

Levi grinned back at me and said, “Thanks.”

We all crammed into the taxicab and rode mostly in silence to the Italian restaurant. I just looked out the window at the tall buildings we drove past. Levi let his leg rest against mine. I tried to scoot over a bit, but there just wasn’t much room.

After arriving at the restaurant, we were led to John’s reserved table. Levi sat across from me, and John across from Mom, adjacent to me on one side and Mom on the other. I didn’t like the way John looked at Mom. But Mom seemed happy, and I wasn’t going to ruin it for her.

As we all picked up our menus and began looking, John said, “They have great food here, and it’s pretty reasonable.” Looking over his menu at Mom, he said, “I’m glad we ran into each other, Denise. It’s always a pleasure talking to you.”

Mom smiled and said, “Same here. I just wish your company would buy more of our products.” Both Mom and John laughed. “Anyway, it’s nice to finally put a face with the voice.”

After we gave our order, Mom and John continued making small talk across the table. Levi just looked at me and shrugged. Without interrupting our parents, we couldn’t really talk about anything… which suited me just fine. Eventually, Levi pulled his phone from his pocket and started playing a game.

He was being subtle about it during the meal, but John was hitting on Mom. This wasn’t Mom’s first time around the block, so I’m sure she was aware as well. But I don’t think she minded much. She had a dreamy look in her eyes. She was really enjoying having a man’s attention.

I let a few pangs of guilt creep into my mind knowing that it was because of trying to provide for me, help me with homework, etc., that Mom didn’t leave much time for a social life. I had a very strong feeling that if Levi and I weren’t on the trip, Mom and John would be sharing a bed tonight. That was one thing I was happy to interfere with.

We learned that John was divorced and had custody of Levi. He was a couple of years older than Mom. He loved travel, sushi, and sports. Levi was on the football team and liked hockey. Sitting close to him, I saw his shoulders were broader than I originally noticed. Levi was mostly quiet, but John was really pouring on the charm, and Mom was eating it up.

The meal over, Mom set her fork down and said, “Well, I need to get ready for tomorrow. It’s going to be a big day. And a big day the day after that.”

John wiped his mouth with his napkin and said, “Yeah, me too. Say. Do you want to get away for lunch?”

Mom smiled again and said, “I’d love that, John. My helper should be arriving in the morning after I get the booth set up.”

John smiled back and said, “Great. Is twelve thirty okay?”

Mom said, “That’s perfect.” She looked over at me, then at Levi. She said, “Kim, maybe you and Levi can hang out at the mall together? The convention goes to ten on the first night. I’d hate to think of you sitting in the hotel room all by yourself for that whole time.”

Giving Mom a stern look, I said, “Well, actually, Mom, there’s a Firefly marathon tomorrow I was going to watch and…”

Mom dismissed my comment with a wave of her hand. She said, “Oh, you’ve seen those a zillion times. Go see a movie with Levi and play some games at the arcade. Sitting in a hotel room is no fun.”

Levi smiled at me and said, “I think that’d be great, Kim. I’ve been wanting to see the new Tommy Kincaid movie Carson of Venus. It’s supposed to be funny with lots of special effects. It’s showing at the mall theater here.”

I smiled weakly and said, “Yeah, I wanted to see that too.”

John looked at Levi and then at me. Smiling, he said, “Sounds like a plan. Well, let’s go. I still need to organize our new product line display.”

#

“Why did you do that to me?” I asked Mom after we got back into our hotel room. “You set me up for a date with Levi!”

Mom turned on the TV and plopped down on the bed. She said, “It’s not a date. I was just tossing out things for you to do. I know these conventions are boring for you. Levi seems like a nice boy.”

Sitting cross-legged on my bed, I said, “I’m sure he is. If I was an actual girl, I might find him cute. But I don’t want to go out with him or any boy for that matter.”

Mom looked over at me and said, “You think he’s cute?”

“Mom! I know you like that John guy but snap out of it!” I almost shouted. “How can you keep forgetting I’m a boy? Your own son, for crying out loud!”

“I’m sorry, Kim. But it’s so much easier to think of you as my daughter. Go stand in front of the mirror and tell me what you see. Go ahead. Do it.”

I frowned at Mom for a moment and then dutifully got up and stood in front of the mirror.

“What do you see?” asked Mom raising herself up on one elbow.

I turned around to look at Mom and said, “I see me, Mom. What am I supposed to see?”

Mom pointed at the mirror and said, “Turn around and look. Describe what you see in the mirror. Pretend you’re not looking in a mirror.”

I sighed and said, “Okay. If it’s not me I’m looking at, I see a pretty teenage girl wearing a floral print dress, wearing probably too much eyeliner, diamond stud earrings, a gold necklace and pink nail polish. I don’t know why I couldn’t keep the green polish.”

Mom said, “But you see a girl, right? You don’t see a boy, do you? I know I’ve probably scarred you for life having you dress this way, but in all honesty, even without the dress or the make-up, I see a girl. You’re pretty. You’re feminine. You move with a grace most boys don’t possess. So yes. Even with my own son, it’s easy for me to forget you’re not my daughter. You’ve told me you enjoy wearing make-up, and how many times after school do you run around the house wearing mascara and eyeliner?”

Turning to face Mom, I said a bit hatefully, “If you hadn’t been painting my nails since I was little, putting bows in my hair and insisting I learn how to wear make-up and scolding me for getting dirty and discouraging boy activities, maybe I wouldn’t be so girly. You made me this way!”

Suddenly looking pissed, Mom said, “Oh really? Even before your father died, you were too little to remember how you used to try to walk around the house in my high heels. And I used to catch you trying on my lipstick. When I’d ask you why, you’d always say you were wanting to be like Mommy. Maybe I should have done more to discourage your behavior, but Kim, you’ve always been a bit girly.”

I just stood there numb, looking blankly at the wall. She was right. Some vague memories crept into my mind of thinking I was going to grow up to be a mommy. I resisted it. I sometimes rebelled against it. But I couldn’t deny that I did enjoy doing girly things. I sat down next to Mom on the bed and cried.

#

I was slipping into my denim skirt when my phone announced I had a new text message. I picked up my phone and read the message from Levi asking me to meet him at the arcade in about half an hour.

I texted back “K” and slipped my t-shirt over my head. I flipped my hair out of the neck hole and then looked at myself in the hotel room’s mirror. I turned one way and then the next and twisted around to try to see my butt in the mirror. I leaned in to re-check my make-up.

I frowned at myself. I don’t usually wear make-up to go to the arcade. Am I doing this for Levi’s benefit? I hoped not. Sometimes I just felt like going all girly since I have to dress that way anyway.

I finished my look with a pair of large hoop earrings. Mom had pierced my ears many years ago. I looked again at the girl staring back at me from the mirror. Would I ever be a normal teen boy? A few months back, Mom had even casually asked me if I’d be interested in hormone therapy to prevent the onset of male puberty. Of course, I said no way.

And, of course, the question I don’t want to pop into my head always does. Do I actually want to be a normal teen boy? When in school, I’d glance at the girls in my classes and notice how they did their make-up. Or notice the clothes they were wearing. Only occasionally did I look at a girl in the way most boys always look at girls.

I checked my make-up one last time, dropped my phone into my purse and tossed the purse strap over my shoulder. I had never spent almost a whole day with a guy who thinks I’m a girl. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I heaved a large sigh and left the hotel room.

A few minutes later, I was entering the mall from the hotel’s entrance. The mall had been open for about an hour, and there already were quite a few people walking about, mostly teens. I did get passed by two middle-aged women walking quickly through the mall.

Between the entrance and the arcade is a game store. That’s usually not a problem, and most times in the past, I’d stop in and check out their selection. But since I was going to be meeting Levi at the arcade, I was just going to walk past it.

Three teenage boys, maybe a bit older than me, were standing outside the game store talking as I approached. One of the boys, the tallest, looked over at me and nodded in my direction. I could just barely hear him say, “Hey, check this out.” The other two boys turned to look at me, and all three grinned.

This unwanted attention was the biggest irritation when I was out in public dressed as a girl. I felt embarrassed and a bit nervous with the three boys just staring at me as I approached. I tried not to look at them as I got closer.

The tallest one said loudly as I started to pass them, “Hey babe! What’s the hurry? Don’t you want to talk to us?”

I should have just ignored him, but I said, “I’m meeting someone.”

“Yeah. You’re meeting me!” said the tall boy. “Come back. I want to talk to you.”

I shook my head and walked on towards the arcade.

I heard someone running up behind me. The tall boy said, “Hey bitch, wait up. I want to talk to you. You are smokin’ hot!” He touched my arm.

I jerked my arm away from him and shouted, “Don’t touch me!” I started to run. The three boys stopped following me and just laughed. I felt my face flush with anger and humiliation.

I’ve had guys call out to me when walking through the mall or elsewhere or come up and try to flirt. This was one of the few times I actually felt threatened. Maybe they were just being assholes, but when he touched my arm, I actually felt frightened.

I made it to the arcade without further incident. Levi wasn’t there yet, so I headed to the back of the arcade where my favorite game was located. There was someone already playing it, so I just stood by so I could claim the game when he finished. The guy looked over at me, and then he started to play a bit more aggressively. A mistake on his part as he quickly lost his remaining lives.

He didn’t look at me as he got up and vacated the game. I quickly took my spot at the controls and plopped in my tokens. The game started and the world shrank down to just the screen in front of me.

A minute or so into the game, I heard a voice from behind me, “So, we meet again!” I heard a couple of other boys laughing. I turned around and there was the tall boy again, arms folded and grinning at me.

Tall boy said, “Oh, don’t stop playing. We want to watch. Not many girls play this game and you’re good.”

I lost my concentration as the three boys gathered close around me. I said, “Will you leave me alone please? I just want to play this game.”

The tall boy said, “And we just want to watch you play. Free country, right? And you’re good.”

One of the other boys said, “I’ll say she’s good.”

I tried to ignore them, hoping they’d get bored and go away. Since it was early, the arcade was mostly empty. I reached the end of the game and got the high score. I suddenly felt my butt being slapped, and the hand remained on my butt.

I turned to face the tall boy and said, “Don’t touch me!”

He just grinned and said, “You know you love it. And you have a really nice ass. What do you say we leave here and go have some fun?”

A familiar voice from behind said, “The girl said not to touch her.”

We all turned to see Levi with a very annoyed expression.

The tall boy frowned and said, “What’s it to you, dickhead?” He kept his hand on my butt.

Levi stepped close, his muscles tensing. He said, “She’s my girlfriend, so I suggest you take your hand off her ass.”

Being your basic coward and seeing that Levi meant business, the tall boy pulled his hand away from me and said, “Hey, we were just having a little fun. No big deal.” Turning to me, he grinned and said, “Catch ya later.”

After the three boys walked past us towards the outside of the arcade, Levi put his arm around my shoulders and said, “Are you okay?”

That’s when I noticed I was shaking. I’ve never been this scared before. I had no idea if those boys intended me harm or just stupid to think that was a good way to pick up girls. I started to relax, but I didn’t pull away from Levi. For a moment, I rested my head on his shoulder.

I said, “Thank you, Levi. I was scared.”

Levi stroked my hair a few times and said, “You’re safe now. I doubt that they could have done much here in the mall anyway.”

Still letting Levi hold me, I said, “What if he comes back? He did say he’d see me later.”

Levi shook his head and said, “He won’t. We only have one more day here, and tomorrow I’ll meet you in the hotel lobby. You’ll be with me the whole time.”

I relaxed and separated from Levi. I said, “Thanks again. That was scary.” A sudden feeling of shame washed over me. It bothered me that I had to be rescued by a guy. Yes, there were three boys harassing me, but Levi faced them down by himself. He put himself in harm’s way for me. What if the bully hadn’t backed down? What if he’d been hurt? And there had been a very real danger to me.

Next to the arcade is a fire exit, one of those doors that will let you out, but not back in. I’ve never tried to develop my muscles, so I wouldn’t have been able to resist being forced out the door. And if they’d found out, I wasn’t an actual girl, who knows what would have happened? And what would Levi’s reaction be if he discovered he’d rescued another guy instead of a girl? I couldn’t bring myself to look at him.

He noticed me withdrawing and trying to make myself smaller. He said, “Look, it’s my fault this happened. I should have met you in the lobby and not here. And I hope you didn’t take offense at me saying you were my girlfriend. It just seemed the right thing to say to get them to leave you alone.”

I felt cold and small. I looked up at him for a moment and gave him a weak smile. I said honestly, “I didn’t mind. I knew what you meant.”

Levi said, “Do you want me to walk with you back to the hotel?”

I shook my head and said, “No. I’m fine. We can still go to the movie. It starts in about an hour, right?”

Levi nodded.

Pointing at the game I had been playing, I said, “This is also a two-player game. Want to go a round? I don’t want to let some bully spoil our day.”

Levi smiled broadly and said, “Sure! I’m warning you, though. I’m an expert at this game.”

#

“Wow. You were good,” said Levi as we walked towards the mall theater. He had unconsciously taken my hand. “I’ve never seen a girl beat my score before.”

I smiled at him and said, “I’ve played that game a lot. I have the console version too.” I thought about pulling my hand away from his but decided it was largely harmless. After the arcade episode, holding his hand did give me an added feeling of security. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, either. I could tell Levi liked me, and I felt bad about fooling him. It never bothered me to fool others before. I never knew those people, and it didn’t really matter.

We walked up to the ticket window, and Levi said, “Two for Carson of Venus.”

I poked his shoulder and said, “I can get mine.”

Levi just smiled at me and said, “Don’t worry about it. I got it.”

Oh great, I thought. First, he rescues me, and now he’s invested money in me. I hope he’s not going to expect anything from me.

Despite the fact that I was standing there holding my money, Levi again insisted on paying for my drink and popcorn. In fact, he got the huge tub so we could share it.

I had to make a quick trip to the restroom and didn’t even bat an eye about entering the women’s. In fact, for most of my life, it’s the only restroom I’ve ever been in. As I entered, there were two girls at the mirror fixing their hair and checking their make-up.

As I closed the door to the stall, one of the girls said, “Oh, did you hear about Tanner?”

“Who cares about that asshole? God! He thinks he’s God’s gift or something,” said the other girl.

Giggling, the other girl said, “You’ll like this. It seems there was this plain clothes cop in the arcade and he saw Tanner and his minions harassing a girl. He was about to say something right then, but her boyfriend showed up, and they left. But the cop followed Tanner out of the arcade and said he’d broken several of the mall’s rules of conduct. Tanner and his buds have been banned from the mall for a year.”

The other girl said, “It’s about time he got caught being a jerk.”

The first girl said, “He’s been banned before. A couple of weeks or a month. I overheard the cop talking. He said the girl looked totally scared. The cop said he’d had enough. If Tanner doesn’t start behaving, he’s going to get arrested.”

The second girl said, “We can only dream.” They both laughed and left the restroom.

The movie was about what we both expected. A light adventure comedy with some romance tossed in for good measure. I was worried about what Levi might do during the movie, but he behaved himself. The only thing he did was to slide his arm around my shoulder. I snuggled up against him just a bit as it seemed the thing to do. Not to suggest I wanted to start dating guys, but I could get used to this aspect of being a girl.

As we walked out of the theater and back into the mall, Levi again took my hand. Maybe I should have pulled my hand away, but I didn’t. I hoped he wasn’t reading too much into that.

Levi said, “That was a pretty cool movie. Tommy Kincaid movies are always a hoot. And the girl… that new actress… um, Brianna Pace? She’s totally hot.”

I looked over at Levi as we walked. I said, “You don’t find something odd about her?”

“Like what?” asked Levi.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Just something different about her.”

Levi laughed and said, “I think you’re jealous of her. She got to kiss Tommy Kincaid and all.”

I laughed and said, “Trust me. That’s not it.”

Levi said, “Do you want to go back to the arcade now that we won’t have to worry about your new boyfriend for a year? Or walk through the mall?”

I punched Levi on the arm and said, “Yuck. He’s not my boyfriend! Let’s walk through the mall. I was never allowed past the arcade before anyway.”

#

“You didn’t have to escort me all the way to my hotel room, Levi,” I said as we stood just outside my hotel room.

Levi shrugged and said, “After this morning, I’m afraid to leave you alone.”

I laughed softly and said, “I’m pretty sure this morning was a fluke.”

Looking serious, Levi said, “Well, I’m not taking the chance. I’ll meet you right here tomorrow morning.” He pointed at the floor in front of the door. “I thought you might want to see that Nathan Adams movie tomorrow. I forget what it’s called, but it’s a chick flick.”

I said, “Really, Levi. You don’t have to escort me. And yes, I’d like to see that movie.”

Levi smiled and said, “Great. Then it’s a date. See you tomorrow.”

Levi looked at me intently for a few moments. He was still holding my hand. He smiled briefly, gave my hand a gentle squeeze and then let go, and turned to walk back to the elevator. I just stood there and watched until he’d gotten in the elevator car. He waved as the doors closed.

What a bizarre afternoon I had. Levi had paid for my movie, then paid for my lunch in the food court and then paid for my dinner at the Taco Tako at the far end of the mall. If I had to guess, I’d just had my first date with a boy. I felt like a total fraud.

It was nice having all that attention. It was nice not being alone all afternoon like I usually am. There is no mistake. Levi likes me, and I feel terrible about it. And… and… I can’t bring myself to admit it. I like Levi.

#

“Can we go home tonight?” I asked Mom after she had dragged herself back into the room after a long day on the convention floor.

Lying on her bed with her eyes closed and sounding very tired, Mom said, “I wouldn’t be opposed to that, honestly. I’m beat. But we can’t, honey. Why do you ask?”

“I can’t see Levi tomorrow,” I said flatly.

Mom looked over at me with a curious expression. “Why not? It sounds like you had a good day together today.”

I hesitated for a long moment before answering. I said, “I’m a girl to him. Mom. He likes me. I can tell. And… and… it’s just not right.”

Mom sat up and threw her legs over the side of the bed. “Oh, honey. I was always afraid something like this would happen. Did he touch you?”

I shook my head and said, “Oh no. He was very nice to me. Really nice. We should tell him the truth.”

Mom just stared at me with her head cocked to one side. She said, “And break his heart? Piss him off and make him hate you? What would be the point? After tomorrow night, you’ll never see him again. How do you feel about him?”

“He was very nice to me,” I said. “We got along pretty well.”

Frowning, Mom asked, “How do you feel about Levi?”

I studied the floor for a moment. Without looking up, I said, “I like him. I know it’s wrong, Mom. I’m sorry. But I do.”

Mom stretched out her arms to me in an obvious invitation to a hug. I sat on the bed next to her, and we hugged for a minute or two. Finally, Mom said, “Don’t be sorry, honey. He’s treating you special, and you’re responding to that.”

I just sat there for a bit, hugging Mom. I felt tears well up in my eyes. I said, “Mom. This dressing as a girl business is affecting my mind and my emotions.” I paused a moment and continued, “I have a crush on Levi, Mom. I have a crush on him! That’s insane for me to crush on a boy!”

Mom sighed and said, “You’re right, honey. It was wrong for me to ask you to pretend to be my daughter in the first place. It’s gone too far. When we get home, no more, okay? Next year if I’m still doing this sales trip, you can stay with your aunt.”

I sniffled and said, “Why can’t I just stay home?”

Frowning, Mom said, “I’m not leaving you alone for six weeks.”

I said, “Why can’t I come with you as just plain old Tony next year?”

Mom coughed a laugh and said, “Everyone I do business with knows you as a girl by now. How do I explain the gender change?”

I pulled away from Mom and said, “Well, I know you won’t tell the truth, so if you have to tell them something, tell everyone I’m going through a tomboy stage.”

Mom said, “We can do that. Think you can give up wearing panties?”

Suddenly horrified, I said, “I have to quit wearing panties?”

#

“Are you awake in there, Kim?”

I looked through the peephole in the door and saw Levi standing in the hallway. Through the door, I said, “Just one more minute!” I was just finishing my make-up when he knocked on the door.

I couldn’t help but notice that all morning while I was getting ready that I had almost giddy anticipation of Levi’s arrival. I thought I had purged my crush on him last night. But here I was, anxious about being taken to the movies by him. I shook my head, trying to clear it. Then picked up my brush and brushed my hair back into shape. A quick look in the mirror confirmed my make-up was perfect.

I opened the room’s door and saw Levi smiling at me. “I’m ready!” I said.

“About time!” said Levi as he took my hand. He took a firmer grip this time and leveraged me to be closer to him. He looked at me up and down as we headed towards the elevator. He said, “You look great. Those shorts are hot.” For some reason, Levi saying I was hot was okay with me, while that tall guy yesterday saying it wasn’t okay.

We made it to the mall theater without incident. I didn’t try to stop Levi from paying for my ticket and snacks. Later, I didn’t say anything when he paid for our lunch. For some reason, it seemed important to him to pay for it. Mom had given me money to spend on food and movies, but Levi would have none of it.

My movie date went a bit differently. Levi still put his arm around my shoulder, but taking me totally by surprise, he bent down and kissed me in the middle of the movie. On the lips! But I didn’t go running down the aisle in a panic, or screaming, or spitting or wiping my lips on his sleeve. In fact, I kind of enjoyed it. I closed my eyes and met his kiss with my own. I snuggled next to him and felt content.

Our mall adventure had a completely different feel to it. This time, instead of just being two separate people, we were a couple. It wasn’t just Levi holding my hand everywhere we went. It was a different attitude. I dropped all my personal restraints and just let my feelings run wild. Despite my conversation with Mom the night before, I allowed myself to be a girl.

Finally, Levi led me back to my hotel room. He held both my hands as we stood in front of the door. He said, “I had a great time today, Kim. You’re a fun girl to be with. You’re pretty, smart and funny. I’ve never met a girl like you before.”

I smiled as I looked up into his eyes and squeezed his hands. I said, “Oh, I had a great time too. I didn’t want it to end. I wish this wasn’t our last day together. I’m so at ease with you. It’s like we’ve been together forever.” I felt so dreamy standing there holding his hands and staring into his eyes. I have never felt this way before, and now I hunger for it.

Smiling, Levi said, “Yeah. Too bad we don’t live in the same city. I would love to see you again.”

I grinned and gushed, “Oh, me too!” I was a riot of emotions. I know I shouldn’t lead him on. But knowing that we were never going to see each other again, I decided to not fight it and finally see what it was like to be a girl as much as possible instead of merely looking like one. I’m not so naive as to think this was all there was to being a girl. But I definitely decided I like it.

There was an awkward moment as we just stood there outside my door in silence. I wasn’t going to be so stupid as to invite Levi inside, where things might get carried away and my secret discovered. And considering our ages, I really hoped he wasn’t thinking of taking this any further.

Levi put his hand against my cheek and brushed my hair back. He looked directly into my eyes and said, “You’re a very pretty girl.” He then bent his head towards me and kissed me. It was a long, smoldering kiss. A kiss just for me. I put my arms around his neck and drew him closer.

I don’t know how long we stood there in an embrace, but it was both but a moment and forever.

#

We stood outside the hotel entrance. We were waiting for the courtesy bus to arrive to take John and Levi to the airport. I was standing there next to Levi, as he held both my hands again. I rested my head against his chest.

John said, “Denise, I’m glad I got to know you better. Maybe we’ll see each other again next year.”

Mom said, “That’d be nice, for sure. I just don’t know if I’ll be back next year or not. I might be changing jobs.”

John looked disappointed and said, “Well, good luck with whatever you decide to do. I’m sure I’ll be back at least one more time. Oh. Here’s the bus.”

Mom and John hugged. Mom said, “Take care, John. You have my number.” Mom flashed John a smile.

I looked up at Levi and said, “I’m going to miss you.”

Levi smiled weakly and said, “I’ll miss you too. You’re special, Kim. At least I have your email address.”

John said, “We’re loaded up, son. Time to go.”

Levi said, “Just a second, Dad.” Levi ran his fingers through my hair and smiled at me. He said, “Stay sweet, Kim.” He hesitated a moment and then bent down and kissed my forehead. He turned away and got on the bus with his dad.

Mom and I stood there next to our luggage for a moment and watched the bus disappear into the distance. I’ve never felt a heartache before.

As the valet drove up with our car, I said to Mom, “What were you saying a few months ago about hormone therapy?”

The End

###


The Unwilling Princess

“This is certainly a fancy place for lunch, Tony,” Catherine said as she slid gracefully into her seat.

I smiled as I pulled my own chair out to allow me to sit down. “True, but it should be a nice break from Carl’s Jr. in Dallas. I had to wait two weeks for a reservation.” I shook my head to indicate my dislike of having to make a reservation just for lunch. “But I’ve been wanting to try this place out for a long time. I’ve heard the food here is really good.”

Catherine momentarily rested her chin on the delicate fingers of her clasped hands and said, “Yes, the food is supposed to be wonderful. Thank you for inviting me to come with you.”

I smiled broadly and said, “Oh, you’re more than welcome!” Catherine worked a floor below me in the Business Office and since I wrote and maintained the software she used, we had a lot of opportunity to chat. I was your stereotypical tongue-tied-around-girls geek, but around Catherine, I felt very at ease… but not so much at ease as to ask her out. It took a lot of talking into my bathroom mirror before I built up the courage to ask her to lunch. Lunch is safe. I mean, she would know that I would know that she had to be back to work in a hour or so, so she would know that I would know that she would know that I wouldn’t have time to try anything.

She looked around casually and said, “This is lovely. I really love the décor.”

Before I could respond, a well-dressed young man stepped up to the table and said, “Good morning! My name is Miguel and I will be your waiter today. May I get your drink order?” He turned towards Catherine with a questioning look.

She glanced at the menu for a moment, and then looked up and said, “Tea. Earl Grey.”

Miguel, whose real name was probably Ralph, smiled and said, “Excellent choice!” He then looked over at me.

I wanted to say ‘beer’, but said, “Iced tea”.

Miguel fixed a neutral expression and said, “Yes, sir.” He wrote down on his pad and said before turning smartly on his heel to leave, “I’ll be back in a moment with your drinks.”

Frowning, I said, “Why did you get an ‘Excellent Choice!’ and I get a whatever?”

Looking up from the menu, Catherine shrugged, “What? Sorry, I didn’t notice.”

Frowning again, I picked up my menu and began a quick study of it. Skimming the prices, I thought to myself that I hoped Catherine would just get a salad. At $18.50, it was the cheapest item on the menu.

I looked over the top of my menu to sneak a look at Catherine. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw what looked like someone standing by the wall, staring intently at me. When I changed my focus to look directly at him, he was gone. I just shrugged and didn’t think of it again.

A few moments later, Miguel returned with our drinks and asked to take our order. Catherine restrained herself and only got the grilled salmon, the second most expensive item on the menu. I ordered chicken-fried steak.

We stared at each other awkwardly for almost a minute before Catherine finally said, “Oh! Did you hear about Phil over in Accounting?”

I narrowed my eyes in thought as I said, “Phil… Phil… you mean that bald guy who always wears the high-water pants?”

Catherine smiled and said, “That’s the one.”

I shrugged, “No. I haven’t heard anything.”

“Well, they found him and a security guard, both naked in a broom closet last night. Isn’t that just crazy?” Catherine grinned with amusement.

Frowning yet again, I said, “That doesn’t really surprise me. I always took him for a limp-wristed fruit. Who found them, and what’s happened to him?” As I finished talking, someone walked by, brushing my shoulder. He turned to stare at me for just a moment before continuing on his way.

Catherine looked at the table for a moment, and then said, “I heard they bumped him down to a junior accountant position and gave him some of the harder accounts to manage, saying, apparently, he didn’t have enough work to do. The security guard they gave a choice of being fired or quitting. I think he just quit.”

I shook my head and said, “See? That’s what’s wrong with management these days. If it had been up to me, I would have canned both those fairies on the spot.”

Catherine said, “You can’t fire someone for their sexual preference, Tony.”

I countered by saying, “What do you think they’d do to us, if they found the both of us naked in a broom closet? They’d fire our asses; that’s what!”

A little coldly, Catherine said, “Well, we won’t be finding that out, will we?” Something told me it was going to be harder to get a second date out of Catherine.

Catherine looked up, and pointed, “Friend of yours?”

I looked over and standing right beside me, there was that person again. A man oddly dressed all in black, with dark, longish hair. He looked really nervous and just stood there.

I stared at him for a moment before asking, “Can I help you?”

Glancing over both shoulders before speaking, he said, “Please forgive my lack of reverence, but it’s imperative we speak immediately. Can you come with me?”

I found myself frowning yet again as I said, “No. I will not come with you! I don’t know you from Adam, bucko. The lady and I haven’t even eaten yet.”

He looked over at Catherine and said, “This woman is unimportant, your highness. Please! For your own safety, I beg you to come with me!” People at nearby tables were starting to look over at us.

“You’re starting to creep me out!” I exclaimed seriously. “I suggest you leave before I have you tossed out!” Looking distressed, he turned and left through the front door.

Catherine laughed and said, “What was that about… your Highness?”

Frowning, I said, “I have no idea! Maybe he’s another twink boy trying to find Phil.”

A few minutes later, Miguel brought our lunch out. I looked at my watch and hoped we’d have time to eat it before we had to head back.

While I positioned my knife and fork to do battle with my chicken fried steak, Catherine took a bite of her grilled salmon. She closed her eyes and said, “Mmmm! This is wonderful!” I grinned as I thought to myself how much I’d like to hear her say that with me in a broom closet sometime.

The chicken fried steak surprised me with how tender it was as I could cut it with my fork. I shoveled a forkful into my mouth, hoping none of the gravy dripped onto my shirt. With the chunk still in my mouth, I said, “Wow. This has to be the best chicken fried steak I ever had!”

I looked over at Catherine, and she was staring wide-eyed off to one side of me. I looked over, and there, kneeling, was the strange guy. He put his hands up in a pleading manner and said, “Please, my princess! The Dark Prince is near!” He lowered his voice as people were staring at us and said, “Prince Andrew has pledged his protection and sent us as emissaries to bring you back before the Dark Prince can enter this realm.”

I looked around and there were three others kneeling around the table. “Please, my Princess! The Dark Prince cannot be allowed to capture you! If he marries you, we will all be enslaved!”

Catherine laughed and said, “You better go with him, your highness, unless you want to marry the Dark Prince!” She started laughing so hard she had tears running down her cheeks.

“Silence, wench!” shouted one of the other weirdoes surrounding the table. He stood up, pulling a sword from inside his black tunic.

I stood up suddenly, knocking one of the strange people over to the floor. I shouted, “What the fuck is going on here? Can someone call the police?” I saw several people pull out their cell phones as others got up from their tables and started moving away.

All four of the strange men were standing, all holding swords and glancing around nervously. The one that had talked the most said, “We’re out of time. We were warned that Princess Mary would not know who she is. Prince Andrew authorized the use of force to bring her back if persuasion failed. Take her.”

Two men grabbed my arms. They were surprisingly strong. I couldn’t break free of their grasp. They started dragging me towards the kitchen door while the other two brandished their swords. Miguel opened the kitchen door. I thought he might bonk them on the head, but instead said, “Hurry! I can’t hold the gateway open much longer!”

I didn’t have time to stare at him as they dragged me through the door. I tried to resist, but they pulled me through the kitchen. I heard Catherine scream from the dining room for someone to stop them.

I was pulled to the backdoor of the kitchen. I could see the alley through the open door. As I was shoved through the door, I shouted, “Let go of me, you fucking…”

“Assholes…” My voice trailed away as I found myself in soft sunlight, surrounded by trees and standing on green, meadow grass. The greenest grass I’ve ever seen. And my voice sounded odd. A gentle breeze ruffled the hair that ran down to the middle of my back. I looked down, and I was wearing a lavender and white cotton dress.

“Oh-my-God!” I sighed as I sank to my knees on the soft, green grass. “Where am I? What’s happened to me?” I held up slender, graceful arms ending in long delicate fingers. I started shaking uncontrollably. A numbness washed over me. There was just no fucking way any of this could be real. Especially being a girl. I felt my chest, and under the cool cotton dress were firm round breasts.

This just could not be happening! One moment in a fancy restaurant having lunch with a woman I’ve drooled over in my fantasies, and the next, I’m female, in a forest surrounded by buff men in armor. I decided I was unconscious because those guys that took me had beaten me up or drugged me. I looked around with one hand still on a breast, and I just couldn’t believe any of it.

I slid a hand up inside my dress and hesitantly felt my crotch. I almost broke out in tears as I cried, “Oh my God, this can’t be real!”

A stunningly handsome young man walked towards me, his black, polished armor of metal and leather shining brilliantly in the sun. His long dark hair spilled casually over the metal on his shoulders. As he neared me, the men who had taken me, who were also now wearing metal and leather armor, dropped to their knees, and all said, “Your Grace.”

With a gesture, he indicated they should stand, and he said to them, “I’m not king.” He turned his blue eyes to me and said, “Princess, sticking your hand up your dress and playing with yourself in front of my men is very un-lady-like. And to answer your question Princess Mary, you are home. And safe at the moment.”

“Home? Home? This isn’t home! I live in Plano, for chrissakes!”

He walked up to me and extended his hand in an obvious gesture of offering to help me up. As I took his hand, he said, “I am Prince Andrew. I swore an oath to the king that I would protect you, his daughter, from the Dark Prince.”

As I stood up, I noticed about twenty men in similar armor with as many horses in what appeared to be a campsite. I said, “My father? You people are insane, or I am! My dad owns a convenience store in Jal, New Mexico.”

Smiling, Prince Andrew said, “The lord of the clerics can explain it to you, but for now, just accept that you are the daughter of a king of one of the Five Kingdoms. My father is the king of one of these kingdoms as well.”

I stood there in silence for a moment, staring at this… this Prince Andrew. I glanced around at the group of men standing around, staring at me or idly amongst themselves. I said, “Well, Prince Andrew, if that is indeed your name, don’t take this personally, but quite frankly, I don’t believe you exist.”

Prince Andrew smiled and said, “If I don’t exist, fair Princess, then to whom are you talking to?”

“Myself!” I yelled. I started pointing at him and others around me. “You and you and you… all of you, are just figments of my imagination. It’s a dream. I can do whatever I want, and it doesn’t matter!” I then slapped Prince Andrew, although it wasn’t very hard.

Prince Andrew’s smile faded for a moment, then returned as he caught my arm as I prepared to strike him again. He said, “Please don’t do that – at least not in front of the men.” He then grinned with the whitest teeth I’ve ever seen.

He held my arm in a firm grip. I tried to pull away, but I couldn’t. The pressure on my arm sure felt real enough. But it didn’t matter. This situation was impossible and therefore not real. It violated the laws of physics, the laws of thermodynamics and probably the law west of the Pecos.

Prince Andrew tightened his grip as I struggled to pull away. He said, “I’ll let you go if you promise not to hit me again.” I said nothing and tugged against his grip. “You promise?” I just frowned and grunted. “I don’t have all day. I’ll tie you up if I have to, Princess. Are you going to promise?”

“Okay, okay!” I shouted. “I promise!” He didn’t let go. “I promise! I promise! Cross my heart and all that. Just let go, please!”

Prince Andrew grinned as he let go of my arm and said, “I was waiting for the magic word.”

I stood there a moment, rubbing my arm. I studied Prince Andrew and was taken in by his ruggedly handsome face. I slapped the side of my head, closed my eyes and yelled, “Stop it! Just stop it! I’m not a girl!”

One of the men who had nabbed me stepped up to the prince and said, “My Lord. Are you sure we have the right girl?”

“Higgs Boson, my old friend,” Prince Andrew said as he clasped the other man’s shoulders. “This is just too much for her to understand yet. She’ll come around.”

Prince Andrew looked up at the sun and squinted, then looked around at his men. “We have a long ride ahead of us, men. We need to make the city walls before the fall of night. The Dark Prince’s forces may try to ambush us, so stay alert! Mount up! Let’s ride!”

He turned to me and said, “Princess, we do not have a horse for you, so you’ll have to mount up with me.” The man he called Higgs led a magnificent white stallion, decked out in armor as well, up to the prince. Higgs then turned and jogged quickly to his own horse.

With a flourish, Prince Andrew gestured toward his horse and said, “My Lady?”

I just looked at the tall, powerful animal and said weakly, “I don’t know how to ride or get on a horse! And I’m wearing a stupid dress!”

The prince sighed and then grabbed me roughly and literally tossed me onto the horse. He then mounted the beast himself.

With the reins, he directed the horse in the desired direction, and a quick kick in the flanks got the horse moving quickly.

“Sorry, Princess,” said the prince, sounding a bit more serious. “We don’t have time for your fun and games right now. Hang on the best you can!”

We rode in silence for almost half an hour. I watched the countryside glide by at a good clip that covered the distance quickly but didn’t tire the animal. I looked all around as we traveled. If this was indeed a dream, an idea I clung to desperately, it was the most detailed and vivid dream I have ever had. Sunlight trickled through the leaves of the trees. Animal life abounded. Beautiful clouds graced the sky. I could smell the moist earth kicked up by the horses as they bounded across the tall, green grass.

Breaking the silence, Prince Andrew turned his head back towards me and said, “I was just wondering, Princess Mary, since we’re both a prince or princess, would you mind it if, when we’re alone, I referred to you as simply ‘Mary’? You may call me Andrew.”

“Yeah, sure. Why not?” I said, thinking this was an odd request.

Calling over his shoulder again, the prince said, “Thank you, Mary. When almost everyone has a title, it can get a little tedious.”

Something else that was getting tedious was my long hair constantly blowing across my face. I really wished I knew how to make a ponytail. The sun glinting off the prince’s armor was also annoying.

I poked the prince in the back of the neck and said, “You know, I’m going completely on faith that you’re the good guy. You could be taking me to slavery or death. The Dark Prince might not be anything you said he was, but instead, he’s some cool dude who actually is the good guy, and you’re lying. Look at you. You’re wearing black armor with dark leather.”

Looking over his shoulder, Andrew said, “Do you like it? All the knights are wearing it this season. I have to admit, I find your lack of faith disturbing. If I wished to kill you, it would have been easy to do so in your own realm.”

“You could be taking me so the king can kill me himself,” I suggested.

“You’re his daughter,” said Andrew without turning his head. “He wants to spoil you, not kill you.”

Before I could answer, one of his men called out and pointed. Looking in the direction indicated, I could see a large group of men on horseback pouring out of the forest and racing across the meadow grass to try to cut us off.

Andrew shouted, “Close in! Protect the princess!” Andrew’s men began to circle Andrew’s horse as they drew their weapons.

There was a sudden, sickening thunk sound as an arrow lodged in the eye of one of Andrew’s men, and he tumbled from his horse. From the direction of our attackers, someone shouted, “You idiot! Put the bow away; you might have hit the princess!”

I closed my eyes as swords began to clash and men started to shout, and some on both sides began to die. I wasn’t comforted that neither side wanted me hurt. I was horrified by what I saw and felt useless because not only could I not do anything to help, but I would not even be allowed to help. I was to be protected by both sides killing each other. I was the prize, the trophy to the winner. I closed my eyes and cried.

I was suddenly struck on my shoulder hard enough to dislodge me, and I fell from the horse to the ground. That horse was tall, and the tumble left me dazed. From behind me, I heard Andrew shout, “Lance! Protect the princess to your last breath!”

“Yes, my Lord!”, someone shouted over the din of battle. I was grabbed by the arm and led quickly from the fray. “Stay behind me, Princess. I will defend you for as long as I can!”

I was glad for his protection, but I was dismayed beyond belief that this handsome young man, in the flower of his youth, would gladly… gladly! Lay down his life for me.

Two men wearing tunics of a different color than Andrew’s men ran towards Lance, who stood ready with his weapon. They both lunged at him, and to my utter amazement, with one movement with his sword, he parried the thrust of the first man who stumbled on the uneven ground, and as Lance brought his sword back, severed the other man’s arm at the elbow causing his weapon to drop to the ground and the man to scream in pain. The first man recovered from his stumble and turned only to find his head removed from his shoulders by another mighty swing of Lance’s sword. Lance’s once shining armor was smeared with dirt and blood.

When I looked back at the fracas, I screamed when I saw Andrew struck across the side of his head with the broadside of a sword wielded by a huge knight. Andrew fell to the ground unconscious. I started to run towards him, but Lance held out his arm and shouted, “No, my Lady!”

It was suddenly eerily quiet except for the groans from the wounded and dying. The large knight that struck down Andrew dismounted his giant, black steed. He wore a helmet, so I couldn’t see his face, just piercing eyes from the slits in the helmet. His armor was deep black as was the tunic he wore.

Lance gasped, “It’s the Dark Knight my Lady. The Dark Prince’s personal bodyguard. Forgive me, Princess, as I cannot defeat the Dark Knight. But I’m pledged to defend you to my dying breath.” He raised his sword and took a defiant stance.

The huge knight stopped a few paces away from Lance. He held his sword loose at his side. He then said, “Yield, knight. There is no reason for you to die this day. Hand me the girl.”

Lance didn’t flinch and said, “I will die first!”

Raising his sword the Dark Knight said, “So be it!” He lunged towards Lance and swung his sword so viciously, it would have split Lance in two if it had connected.

Seeing an opening, Lance thrust his sword into the Dark Knight’s side, piercing the armor and causing the Dark Knight to growl in pain.

Lance pulled his sword back, tipped with blood. The Dark Knight swung another vicious blow at Lance’s head. Lance ducked and thrust his sword into the Dark Knight’s armpit. The Dark Knight howled and raised his sword high. Lance raised his own sword to block the blow, when the Dark Knight brought his gauntlet-covered fist down to the side of Lance’s head, catching him off-guard. Lance tumbled to the ground, landing on his back.

Before he could regain his feet, the Dark Knight planted the tip of his sword against Lance’s breast plate. “And now you die.”

I ran towards the Dark Knight, screaming, “Noooo!! Don’t kill him, please!”

The Dark Knight looked up, startled by my rush toward him. Lance shouted, “Stay back, Princess!”

I fell to my knees next to Lance and cried, “Please don’t kill him!”

The Dark Knight turned his mighty frame towards me as he straightened up. He said in a deep baritone, “Is that my Lady’s wish?”

“Yes!” I shouted. The thought of all these men on both sides dying for me made me ill. I didn’t know any of them. Like I told Andrew, I had no idea who I could really trust.

“Very well, my Lady.” The Dark Knight pulled his sword up, turned it around and then, with the hilt of the sword, struck Lance hard in the head, knocking him unconscious. The Dark Knight looked around the meadow, now peaceful. Some horses had run off, and some just stood around. There were at least a dozen men on the ground. The Dark Knight said, “Mount up. We don’t have time to dispatch the remainder of King Williams’ men. It will be night soon.”

Smiling, I said as I started to slowly back away, “Well, I guess I’ll just mosey on back home. Hey, we’ll do lunch.”

The Dark Knight reached out and roughly grabbed my arm. He said, “You’re going to the Dark Prince.” He picked me up as if I weighed nothing and threw me onto the back of his horse. Then he shouted to his remaining men, “To the castle! All hail the Prince!”

As the Dark Knight mounted his fiery black horse, I said, “Please let me go! That is your Lady’s wish.”

Without turning his head, the Dark Knight said, “My Lady has used up all her wishes.” He then kicked his horse in the flanks, and we lurched forward.

#

We rode furiously through forests and meadows. I considered a few times jumping off the horse, but there were the Dark Prince’s men behind the Dark Knight’s horse, and also his horse was quite tall. I was sure I’d break something if I jumped off at full gallop.

And then there was the question of where I would go.

The sun had set, and the gathering dusk was darkening the forest quickly. We were following a road now. The men on the horses kept glancing all around them. We entered a clearing and crossed a wooden bridge, the horse’s hooves thundering as we crossed.

Before us, silhouetted against the fading light was a large stone wall. A castle stood out on top of a large hill inside the wall.

From the wall, I heard a cry, “Open the gates!”

The portcullis-thingie was still sliding up as we passed through the gateway of the wall. The horses pounded through the city streets heading for the castle at the city center. I glanced at the people in the streets as we passed. Their clothes were dull, patched and ragged. They looked haggard and dirty. There was no one hawking their wares at the empty shops and stores that lined the main street. I saw no children, and what dogs there were barked at us.

There was an inner wall surrounding the castle, and another someone shouted to open the gates. The sky had turned black and brilliant with stars. Torches lit the way through the gateway to the castle. Inside the wall, were soldiers wearing round helmets and chainmail armor. The castle walls were ringed with torches.

With a hand signal, the Dark Knight brought his band of men to a halt, and the men began to dismount. Being more gentle than I thought he was capable of, the Dark Knight lifted me from his horse. I looked around, and all the horses were covered with white foam.

One horse, before the rider could dismount, collapsed. We had never stopped once for a break since my capture.

A a boy, about twelve and cleaner than the people I’d seen in the city, came running up to the Dark Knight. “See to the horses!” the Dark Knight barked at the boy.

The Dark Knight took my arm firmly, but thankfully not with crushing pressure and led me to the castle door. Two soldiers opened the door as we approached. Both of them dipped their pikes and said, “M’Lady,” as we walked through the door.

We entered a great hall, splendid in its décor with brilliant wall hangings and paintings of, well, naked women dotting the walls. There were four long tables that were covered with white cloths with large candles placed every few feet along their great length. Four massive chandeliers hung from the ceiling.

“We wait here,” the Dark Knight said in a gruff voice. “You will show respect when the Dark Prince arrives.”

“You mean, don’t give him the finger or something?” I asked, pissed off to be held a prisoner as some stupid princess when I should be at home with a beer and a football game on TV.

Turning his massive head towards me, he said with irritation, “Don’t you know how to curtsy, woman?”

“And shouldn’t you refer to me as ‘My Lady’, you giant oaf!” I said, deciding to play the princess card.

“My apologies… my Lady,” the Dark Knight said.

A figure escorted by four soldiers entered the hall from the other end. He was dressed beautifully in a striking black uniform with gold trim with a small tunic of the same colors the Dark Knight’s men wore. I was expecting a monster, but the Dark Prince was quite handsome, almost boyish in his good looks. It was obvious there was a good build under his clothes.

I was dismayed to discover that I was curious about how he looked under his clothes. I had to fight my own femininity, otherwise, I was sure I’d be lost.

The Dark Knight removed his helmet. He had to let go of me for a moment, as he kneeled and placed his helmet under his other arm, then he took hold of my arm again.

The Dark Knight bowed his head and said, “My Lord.”

In a clear, tenor voice, the Dark Prince said, “You may rise, Sir Percy. And you may release the princess. She is our honored guest, not our prisoner.”

Sir Percy released my arm as he stood. While not exactly handsome, his face had a ruggedness that was not unattractive. He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, and several battle scars gave his face character. He inclined his head at me a couple of times in an obvious gesture that I should do something.

I finally remembered and tugged the sides of my skirts out slightly and did my best to try a curtsy the way I’d seen it done in movies. I bowed my head and said, “My Lord.”

He inclined his head at me and said, “You may call me John, Princess Mary. Since we are to be wed soon, we might as well dispense with the formalities.”

My eyes widened, and in a shocked voice, I said, “Married!? I… I… hey, I don’t even kiss on the first date! What do you mean married?”

Obviously amused, John smiled at me and said, “Yes. The sooner we are wed, the sooner we can combine the five kingdoms. My three and your father’s two. I will become king of the realm, with you as my queen at my side. There will finally be peace and harmony in the realm. I have really grown tired of your father’s unwarranted attacks on my kingdom.”

Stammering, I said, “Look. I just got here. I don’t know anything about your little wars. I’ve never met this father guy, and from what I’ve heard about you, even if I was into dudes, I wouldn’t marry you. I just want to go home.”

John took a step towards me and gently took my hands in his, and looked deep into my eyes. He said, “I know you haven’t had time to adjust. I know you don’t think you’re a woman, but the point is, even in your own realm, you’ve always been female. You just weren’t aware of it.”

I tried to pull my hands away but couldn’t. I said, “You’re out of your ever-lovin’ mind, Prince. Back home, I’m definitely not a woman! I want to go back to my, um, realm.”

Frowning, Prince John said, “Princess… Mary, you have within you the power to unite this realm in peace. That’s why you were brought here. The clerics in both kingdoms said it was time for your arrival. When you marry me, and I ascend to the throne of the three kingdoms of the South, your father’s kingdoms of the North will then join us as he cannot attack his daughter. You have the power to save tens of thousands of lives.”

Not consciously aware of it, I placed my hands on my hips in a feminine gesture of defiance and said, “Look, bucko, I don’t believe any of this is real. I don’t believe in magic, and I don’t believe I can just suddenly become a woman with a father I’ve never met. And I certainly don’t believe in you!”

John let go of my hands and said, “Well, we’ll see about that. I was told there would be an adjustment period. Maybe we’ll delay the wedding one more day. Sir Percy, take the Princess to her quarters and then come to the council chamber.”

Sir Percy, a.k.a. the Dark Knight, bowed his head and said, “Yes, my Lord. Please come with me, my Lady.”

John spun on his heel, making it obvious he was trying hard not to show his irritation as he walked away.

Extending his arm in a gesture that I should follow him, Sir Percy said, “My Lady?”

Knowing there was no escape at the moment, I allowed him to lead me from the great hall. I looked down at the stone flagging and smiled slightly. I giggled, “Percy!”

The Dark Knight looked down at me and said sternly, “Silence! … my Lady.”

I looked over at Sir Percy and noticed he was still bleeding from the cuts from Lance’s sword. I said, “You’re bleeding, Sir Knight.”

He replied, “Tis but a flesh wound, my Lady.”

#

We exited the hall and walked for a short distance down a hallway decorated with cloth wall hangings and ornate oil lamps. At one end was a simple wooden door with a guard standing on either side. The guards snapped smartly to attention as we approached. The Dark Knight pulled out a key, unlocked the door and opened it. I followed him inside.

While better than Motel 6, it was smaller than what I thought a princess would expect. There was a canopy bed, with a pink canopy with lace trim. There was also a small vanity with combs and brushes and what I guessed passed as cosmetics in this place. There was a jewelry box with actual jewels in it and a closet full of dresses.

“This is your chamber, m’Lady. I trust you’ll find it comfortable.” Sir Percy said as he waved his arm around the room. “It is adjacent to the Dark Prince’s chambers. Should you have a need for anything, just ask one of the guards outside the door. You have a chamber pot under the bed.”

“Thanks, I was kinda wondering about that,” I said sheepishly. “I’m very tired, so I may just go to bed.”

Sir Percy nodded and said, “It has been a long day for you, m’Lady. And it is quite late. I bid you good slumber, m’Lady.” He bowed and then let himself out.

I felt the bed, and it was very soft. The room, while spartan, was decorated with an obvious feminine hand. I looked in the closet, and for the life of me, I couldn’t suppress the thrill I felt at running my fingers across all the pretty dresses. Across from the bed, was a dresser with underwear and other items I hoped I wouldn’t have to wear. On top of the dresser was a pitcher of water and several glasses. I decided I was parched and poured a glass, then another and another.

I looked at the glass and suddenly remembered the Dark Knight said my room was adjacent to John’s chamber. I had an inspired thought that maybe I could place the glass against the stones and my ear inside the glass, and maybe I could hear something. I put the glass against the stone, then my head against the glass and listened with all my might.

At first, all I could hear was the air moving through the glass. I changed position and then, very faintly, I could hear John saying, “… don’t have the talisman? Did I not tell you to either destroy it or bring it to me?”

Sir Percy said, “I’m sorry m’Lord. But by the time we had secured the girl, we had almost no time to make it back to the castle before dark. We didn’t have time to search for it.”

“Damn!” cursed John. “We’ll just have to make do without it. Tomorrow afternoon, have all my generals meet me here for a war council. Everything needs to be planned to the last detail. I want no mistakes when the armies of the Northern kingdoms meet here to witness my wedding to their princess. After they have laid down their weapons and sworn their fealty to me, we attack. I want the heads of the Northern kings brought to me on sticks!” There were some muffled sounds that I couldn’t make out, then John shouts, “I will not tolerate failure! Not even from you, my trusted friend.”

Sir Percy said, “There will be no failure, m’Lord. The generals will be here as they are anxious to finally be rid of the Northern kingdoms. But what of the girl, m’Lord? She will not be happy to see her father’s head on a stick.”

John said, “Pfft. Who cares? By the wedding day, she will be believing she’s always been here and as a girl. And of her opinion? It doesn’t matter. I will probably have her tongue cut out. I do hate to hear women prattle so. And then she’ll just be spitting out little prince’s for as long as she amuses me.”

I dropped the glass, and it shattered against the floor. I backed away from the wall and shook. Cold sweat trickled down my back. Oh my God! I thought. Father and Andrew will be killed. And all because of me. More people dying because of me! There was no escape for me to warn them. Once again, I was totally useless.

I tossed myself onto the bed and cried myself to sleep.

#

“You haven’t said a word all day, my Lady,” said John as he waved a pheasant around the air on his fork. “Are you feeling well? Do you not like your pheasant? I will have the chef beheaded if he has displeased you.”

I looked at John, horrified. I almost shouted, “No! The pheasant is wonderful. Give the chef my compliments. I mean, this lunch beats the chicken fried steak I was having just yesterday. No, this is still all just too much for me.”

John flashed an insincere smile and said, “Well, I certainly hope you’re feeling better tomorrow on our wedding day. Getting married is the height of women’s lives, isn’t it?”

Wanting to be anywhere but here, which was John’s council chamber, today serving as a lunchroom, I said, “Well, I guess it’s a big day. I think my mom was more thrilled to win a weekend trip to Las Vegas from that radio station…”

John waved his hand and said, “Yes, that’s all very amusing, isn’t it?” A riff of laughter circled the table.

There were five men other than John and Sir Percy. They all seemed to be high up in the military. They were probably the generals who were going to be planning the murder of Andrew and the father I never met. If I could just get my hands on a machine gun, I could stop this plot. But sadly, all I had on was my pink satin dress with the white lace details and piping.

I tilted back my head to get the last drop of wine from my goblet when some movement in the high ceiling caught my eye. I tried not to look directly so no one else would think of following my gaze, but I could see someone or a group of someones removing a pane of glass from the skylight and lowering a thick rope down onto the chandelier.

John turned to me and said, “If you are finished with your meal, my love, I need you to go back to your chamber until I summon you. These men and I have much to discuss that would be too much for your pretty little head to understand.”

“Yes, my Lord,” I said as I almost rolled my eyes at John. As I started to stand, a young boy, a page, came running in breathlessly.

Kneeling and bowing, he said, “I’m sorry to interrupt, my Lord, but the south wall has come under attack.”

All the men suddenly stood up, their eyes flashing. John grabbed the boy by his shoulders and lifted him to his feet. I could see that the boy was terrified. John shouted, “Are you sure? Who told you? Don’t lie to me, boy!”

“The corporal of the Guard!” said the page just as trumpets began blaring from outside.

At that very moment, a figure arched in, swinging on the rope suspended from the giant chandelier. The figure slammed his boot heels straight into the side of Sir Percy’s head and sent him flying to the floor unconscious. The figure landed his feet on the floor. It was Andrew!

Andrew handed me the rope and said, “Hold on to this, please,” as he drew his sword. One of the generals, who had kept his wits about him, lunged at Andrew in a brutal attack. Andrew parried and landed a blow to the general’s thigh, and he collapsed with a shout of pain on the stone flagging.

John, looking confused, said, “Gentlemen! You can’t fight in here! This is the war council!”

Recovering his composure, Sir Percy flung himself to his feet, drawing his sword. With a primal yell, he lifted his sword over his head and plunged headlong toward Andrew.

“Andrew! Look out!” I shouted.

Prince Andrew spun, and his sword clashed with Sir Percy’s heavy broadsword. They thrust and parried for several moments, neither one getting the advantage. Then, Sir Percy slipped on wine spilled on the stones and fell flat on his back, his sword falling from his grip and clattering on the stones. Andrew leaped to the big man’s chest and pushed the point of his sword to Sir Percy’s throat.

“No!” I shouted. “Please don’t kill him! He’s a good man.”

Andrew started to push the point downward, and Sir Percy said, “I yield.”

Andrew smiled and jumped back to my side. He quickly wrapped the rope around both our waists and gave it a tug. Several of the generals ran towards us with swords drawn. Before they could close on us, we were lifted into the air.

From the chandelier, Andrew shouted down, “As a wise man once said, ‘he who fights and runs away, lives to fight another day!’” He then lifted me into the arms of a waiting man, who I recognized as Higgs Boson, who pulled me up onto the roof.

Just before he climbed onto the roof with us, Andrew smashed the chain holding the chandelier to the ceiling and sent it crashing to the floor below. Higgs picked me up and carried me across the rooftop and down to a runway where several others were waiting. One was a woman.

Andrew dropped to the walkway with us and slapped Higgs on the back, and said, “Good job, Higgs!” He looked around at the other faces and said, “Lance! Do you have the wench?”

“Yes, my Lord!” said Lance. “And as you ordered, your horse is in the woods just beyond the north wall.”

“Lance! I’m glad you’re alive!” I shouted.

Lance smiled and said, “Me too, my Lady.”

Andrew said, “Princess! Quickly, you and the wench change clothes.”

“But there are men around,” I protested.

Looking angry, Andrew shouted, “Now! We don’t have time for your modesty!”

The other girl was red-faced as she pulled off her clothes. I also felt discomfort in disrobing in front of so many men. The girl took my clothes and began to put them on. She kept stopping to feel the fine silk of the dress. Her clothes, on the other hand, were smelly and amounted to not much more than a lace-up burlap sack.

Andrew said, “Higgs, give me a few minutes for me to make my way to the edge of the north wall with the princess. Then withdraw the soldiers. Lance, you must make sure they see you ride away with the girl. As soon as you cross the bridge, set fire to it. It will hold long enough for all our men to cross. Since it’s closer, the Dark Prince’s men will try to cross at the southern bridge, which you burned just before the attack.”

Lance said, “The north bridge will still be intact, my Lord.”

Andrew shrugged and said, “We don’t have enough men to hold the Dark Prince at the river. We must ride hard to make it to the Northern Kingdom before nightfall. Good luck, men.” The men clasped hands, and then we quickly went our separate ways.

Sticking to rooftops on the far side of the castle, Andrew led me towards the north end of the castle. As he had guessed, most of John’s army was focusing on the southern wall where the attack was taking place. We finally had to drop down to ground level. Since I was dressed as a peasant and Andrew was not wearing his armor, no one really paid us any attention as we ran along near the wall.

We finally came upon a small gate that exited to the main city. The grate was closed with two guards manning their posts. One of them spotted us and said, “You there. Stay clear of the gate!”

Andrew smiled and said, “Oh, but I have to get through.” He drew his sword. The guard pulled his, but before he could react, Andrew smashed the broad side of his sword against the guard’s head. He did the same with the second guard.

Andrew pointed to a ladder and said, “Climb up the wall, Mary.”

When we both got onto the top of the wall, Andrew tied a length of rope to a stanchion on the platform along the top of the wall and tossed the loose end to the ground. Andrew said, “Climb down the rope, Princess, hurry.”

“I don’t know how to climb down a rope!” I protested.

Under his breath, Andrew said, “Women! Sheesh.” He then grabbed me roughly around the waist and, wrapping his legs around the rope, he lowered us to the ground.

Our run to the north gate was mostly uneventful. We stuck to back alleys and empty shops. No one challenged us. But then, me in my potato sack hardly looked threatening.

When we made it to the north wall, it was quiet. There was no gate here and no people. From the dirt, debris and just plain trash, it didn’t look like this area was visited very often.

Andrew said, “We’re going to do the same thing we did at the castle. We’re going to climb that ladder up the wall and then slide down a rope to the ground on the other side. It’s just a longer drop.”

I gave him a look, and he said, “Yes, I will carry you down.” He looked serious for a moment and said, “Don’t forget, Princess. Many fine men are dying at this very moment just so you can worry about climbing down an icky rope. Does it ever bother you princesses that men lay down their lives in your protection? Or do you just feel entitled?”

This didn’t seem like the right time for this discussion, and I said, “Look, bucko. I was enjoying the best chicken fried steak I’d ever had in my life when your boys whisked me away to Fantasy Land. I never asked to be here! It’s not my fault I’m a fifteen-year-old princess. Besides, I couldn’t ever climb a rope in P.E. class, either.”

“I’m very sorry, my Lady,” said Andrew. “My frustration is misplaced. I... and only I, am completely responsible for your safety. My only reason to exist is to protect you. Please climb the ladder, my Lady. We’re running out of time.”

When we climbed to the top of the wall, I asked, “Won’t there be guards at the bridge?”

Andrew shook his head and said, “Not if Lance did his job.”

I looked at Andrew as he worked with tying one end of the rope to a beam of wood. I said, “You’re jealous. That’s it, isn’t it? You’re jealous of Lance because I like him, aren’t you?”

Huffing with the rope, Andrew said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. We can’t waste time.”

“You think I want to be with Lance, don’t you?”

“That would be rather silly, wouldn’t it, since only I could make you a queen.” Andrew pulled on the rope to ensure it was tied good and tight.

“You have to admit he’s very handsome. And closer to my age.” I said.

Sounding very irritated, Andrew said, “Will you please stop prattling on about this nonsense? We have to get down this rope before we’re spotted.”

“He saved my life, you know. From the Dark Knight.” I said, looking over the wall to the ground far below. “And you didn’t that day.”

Andrew tossed the free end of the rope over the side of the wall. He said, “I was unconscious, and Lance didn’t save your life since the Dark Prince wanted you brought back alive. In case you didn’t notice, I did manage to save you today. But if you insist on blabbering about your taste in men, we might both be killed, and all this would have been a huge waste of time. Shall we go, my Lady?”

I smiled at him, amused, as Andrew picked me up and slid himself over the wall. I said, “Of the two of you, Lance is the cutest.”

Without looking at me, Andrew said, “I’m about to drop you.”

I remained silent as we continued to the ground. Without waiting to see if I was following, Andrew sprinted away from the wall toward an outgrowth of trees. Hidden from view by tall brush stood Andrew’s white stallion. As soon as I walked up behind him, Andrew just lifted me up and set me down on his horse.

As the Prince kicked his stallion in the flanks to get him moving, I asked, “Are you angry with me?” The only answer I got was silence.

It was only a short distance to the bridge. Lance’s handiwork was evident by four dead guards lying on the ground. I sighed. I wondered if I should even care that all these deaths, on both sides, were on my behalf, or should I absolve myself of any guilt because I never asked for any of this, that it had all been imposed upon me?

Andrew’s stallion broke into full gallop as we crossed the bridge. We had a long way to go and a short time to get there.

We rode in silence, me clinging to Andrew’s belt as his horse bounded over the landscape. I watched this world go by as we rode hard to the north. I had to admit that it was beautiful here. The forests, the rolling meadows, the mountains rising in the distance, there were plants and hills and rocks and things. I tried to remember my hometown of Plano, Texas and couldn’t. I could only remember Fry’s Electronics.

After riding hard for what seemed hours, Andrew slowed his horse, and we stopped in the shade of a grove of huge trees near a babbling brook. Andrew said, “We’ll rest here.” He then dismounted and walked over to the brook.

I sat on the horse for a minute and just watched him. It was as if I was seeing him with new eyes. He’s a large-framed man, handsome, and his wind-tousled hair gave him a devil-may-care attitude. You could sense his physical power, and I knew his prowess on the field of combat. Just being near him, you felt protected. You instinctively knew he’d be a great provider for you and your children. I could feel myself being drawn to him. Andrew was what every man should be. I slid off the horse and walked over to where he was drinking from the clear water of the brook.

I knelt next to him and cupped my hands into the swiftly moving water to get a drink. We both sat by the brook in silence while we drank. The day was warmer than I had noticed while riding. The slight breeze through the grove of shady trees felt cool.

I turned to look at Andrew and said in a soft voice, “Thank you, Andrew. I know your mission was to save the Northern kingdoms from the hell of the Dark Prince. But I thank you for saving me from marrying him and living in my own personal hell. I can never repay you.”

Andrew looked up directly at me and laughed. “You don’t have to repay me, Princess. As you said, I was just doing my job, to protect the realm from evil. When we return to the lands of the Northern kingdoms, I’ll make sure you’re reunited with Lance. He’s a good man and a brave warrior.”

Looking straight into Andrew’s eyes, I said, “Lance is a boy.”

Andrew looked away for a moment and grunted a short laugh. He looked back at me and ran his fingers through my long hair. He said, “You are very beautiful, my Lady. Yours is the face that a thousand men would die for, that rare beauty that is more precious than any jewel or gold. I would gladly die for you, Princess.”

The touch of his hand on my cheek and through my hair sent chills down my spine. I’ve never experienced the emotions flowing through my body before. I said, “Don’t die for me, Andrew. Live for me.”

He stared into my eyes for a few seconds, and then with his hand at the back of my head, he drew my face to his. I parted my lips and closed my eyes, and a moment later, I felt his lips press against mine. A wave of emotion engulfed me, and a hunger rose inside me. Andrew pressed against me, and I fell to my back while he rolled on top of me, smothering me with his passionate kisses.

The burlap sack I was wearing suddenly fell away, and I felt my breasts being squeezed and kneaded. He pulled away from my lips to suck on my hardening nipples. The crescendo of passion welling up inside me, made me feel I was about to explode. As his lips returned to mine, I felt his fingers massaging me between my legs as I grew warm and moist there. My breathing became labored, and I was so overcome by passion that I was running only on animal instincts.

With a cry of mixed pain and pleasure, I felt Andrew slide inside me, taking my virginity. Taking by force of pleasure what I willingly gave to him. Grunting and squealing with pleasure at each powerful thrust, I could hold back no longer, and an aching burst of pleasure overwhelmed me. As I tightened around his swollen member, Andrew, with a hard final thrust, released his seed deep inside of me.

Staying inside me and gulping for air and covered in sweat, Andrew collapsed on top me and we both lay there, gulping for air, enveloped in a haze of passion. I have never felt this way before. Even when I had been intimate with a woman, it had been nothing like this. This was a full body experience that brought me to a level of joy I have never known before.

Finally, our breathing began to return to normal and Andrew rolled off me. He brushed the hair out of my eyes and stared at me for the longest time. He gave me a long, soft kiss, so soft it betrayed the passion behind it.

He smiled at me and said, “You’re gorgeous, Mary. I…” He stopped suddenly and frowned. He turned around and squinted into the distance. “Damn! I have failed you, Princess.” He jumped to his feet. Nude, I rose slowly to stand next to him.

“What is it, my love?” I asked still dreamy.

“See along that tree line?” Andrew asked while pointing to the other side of the rolling meadow. “Riders! From the Dark Prince! We stayed in one place too long. They spotted my horse.”

I grabbed his arm and said, “Andrew! What are we going to do?”

Andrew pulled his pants up and disengaged my grip. He walked over to his horse and opened a saddle bag. From it, he removed a palm-sized metallic disc with a dark blue crystal set in the center. He walked back towards me while sliding his fingers along the strange glyphs on the disc.

“I have no choice, my Lady,” Andrew said solemnly while studying the disc. “I must send you back to your realm. It’s the only way to keep you safe.”

“My Lord, no!” I cried. “Andrew, I… I… I love you! I don’t even remember my ‘realm’. I can’t leave you!”

Andrew ran his fingers through my hair again, brushing his knuckles softly against my cheek. “Mary, nothing in this world pains me more than sending you away. Alone, I can’t defeat twenty knights on horseback. My only choice is to put you someplace safe. They will be upon us in a minute.”

“Come with me, my love! Let us be safe together!” I begged.

“That would not be possible, Princess. You are a man in your realm. And I have my realm to protect. You must go. Now!”

“Andrew! Please, no!” I cried.

“I love you, Mary…”

“Ungh!” I shouted as I hit my head on the pavement of the alley behind the restaurant. Catherine, along with a few other people, came running out of the kitchen door towards me.

“Tony!” Catherine shouted. “Tony! Are you okay?” She knelt beside me as I slowly sat up and rubbed my head.

“Andrew?” I asked as my vision started to refocus.

Catherine helped me sit up and said, “Who’s Andrew? And where are those strange men who tried to kidnap you?”

I sat there for a few moments, rubbing my head and feeling the pebbles from the asphalt underneath me. “Where am I?”

From beside me, I heard someone ask, “Dude, you need an ambulance? Are you okay?”

I waved him off and said, “I’m okay. I can stand. I’m okay, really.”

Catherine balanced me as I stood up. I said, “Is my chicken fried steak still there?”

Giving me a strange look, Catherine said, “Why wouldn’t it be? It’s been less than a minute since you were dragged out here.”

I looked around at the now unfamiliar buildings and I could see a portion of a water tower with the Plano “P” on the side. I said, “Good. I’m starved.”

#

I couldn’t sleep. I looked at the alarm clock and it was half past three in the morning. I looked over at Catherine, sound asleep in my bed. I smiled at her. It’s been almost six months since the “incident,” as we’ve come to call it. I was still unnerved by it.

I got visits by the police for a few days before they lost interest. There were no leads and no motive, and nobody else had a similar experience. The police decided it was just kids pranking me for who knows what reason. Two good things came out of the incident, though. Catherine and I started seeing each other more, and I got a coupon for a free lunch at the restaurant.

I never told Catherine about the “dreams” I had during that moment of unconsciousness. Most of the dreams had faded—at least the details. The only explanation was that my whole experience was just a dream. Nothing else made sense. The lasting, most haunting part of the dream, the one that irked me the most, was of me having sex with a man. What would cause a dream like that? A bad chicken fried steak?

Just as I was about to drift off to sleep, I thought I detected a shadow from the light sifting in from the curtains. I didn’t think anything about it, being in that transition between being awake and asleep. And then, I heard breathing beside me! I froze. I was afraid to open my eyes.

“At last, I have found you!” grumbled the voice of the Dark Knight coming from beside my bed. With a start, I tossed the covers from me and bolted upright. Sweat started to crawl down my back as I saw the silhouette of the mighty frame of the Dark Knight.

“Sir Percy!” I breathed. “Why are you here?”

“Stand,” was all he said.

Slowly, I stepped out of bed and stood before the Dark Knight. I was scared out of my mind. “Why are you here? Please don’t take me back to the Dark Prince! I’d rather you strike me down now than return me to that monster!”

“Is that my Lady’s wish?” asked the Dark Knight.

“My wish is that you’d go away and leave me alone!” I shouted. Catherine made a stirring sound.

“I’m afraid my Lady has run out of wishes,” said a voice from behind Sir Percy.

Stepping out from the shadows stood Andrew.

“Andrew!” I shouted as I jumped at him, kissing him deeply.

Andrew pushed me away as he spat on the floor. “My Lady, please! You are still a man!” For the first time ever, I heard Sir Percy chuckle.

Laughing, I said, “I’m so very sorry, Andrew. I’m just excited to see you.”

Smiling, Andrew said, “I’m glad you are. Mary. I have come back for you.”

“Come back for me?” I glanced over at Catherine, sleeping soundly. “I… I actually have a life here now, Andrew. Your realm is as beautiful as it is dangerous. But this really is where I was born. I have a girlfriend, and I just got a promotion at work… I…”

“Mary,” said the prince. “Look around you. Is this really what you want? Is she really what you want? We have pushed the Dark Prince back to just one of the Southern kingdoms. We have liberated two of them thus far. And tall, dark and gruesome, there works for me now.” He got down on one knee and said, “Please, Mary. Come back with me and fulfill your destiny. Mary, be my queen.”

Smiling, I asked, “Is that a proposal?”

With a scowl, Sir Percy asked, “Are you deaf, woman?”

I just stood there for a moment. I looked over at Catherine. Poor girl, what will she think if I’m suddenly gone? On further thought, I really think I was more of a project for her rather than a lover. And my promotion… whoopee… I’m now a senior programmer with ten other senior programmers.

I smiled and said, “Yes, I’ll go back with you, my love. But with one condition.”

Andrew stepped up directly in front of me and said, “Anything, my love.”

I said, “Make the royal chef learn how to make chicken fried steak.”

Andrew smiled and said, “Deal!”

And there in the shade of a large, full tree, standing on the green meadow grass and wearing a silken dress, I put my arms around the man I loved and kissed him with all my heart.

The End
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Chapter 1 - The Proposal

I stared at the alleged meatloaf that had just been plopped down on my plate. Mom used to make me a lunch to bring to school, but since she’s got a new boyfriend, she’s lost interest in me. It’s funny that that is the biggest reason I miss my dad.

“Hey asshole! You mind moving?”

“Sorry.” I hadn’t realized that I’d been staring at my meatloaf for almost a minute.

When I left the lunch line, I was annoyed that a group of bullies had grabbed the corner table I usually tried to sit at. It’s generally away from most of the other kids. I haven’t been bullied at all this year which is actually a bit disconcerting. Well, it’s only two weeks into my junior year. I’m sure everyone will catch up.

As I stood in the middle of the lunchroom trying to decide where to sit so I could read my Kindle, some motion caught my eye. I looked over at it and saw Nova waving her arms at me. We’ve been friends since middle school. When I bugged her about such a weird name, she said it was because she’s such a bright burst of sunshine. It annoyed her when I told her it meant “doesn’t go” in Spanish. Anyway, she was trying to get my attention. She was sitting at a table with the rest of the cheerleaders.

When I approached, she pointed at the empty seat next to her. “Ronnie! Sit down. I want to talk to you. Actually we all do.”

As I set my book bag down and sat down, I grinned and said, “I’m sorry. I can’t date all of you at once. You’ll have to take a number.” None of the cheerleaders laughed or even cracked a smile. Even though some people have told me I’m cute, I’ve been poison with girls for some reason ever since my date with Chloe back in the ninth grade. I’ve never tried to move past friend level with Nova.

Nova scowled at me. “That’s not why I called you over.”

I adjusted the position of my lunch tray. “Do I have time to eat?”

Nova giggled. “Of course.”

I poked at my meatloaf and asked, “Why did you want to talk to me?”

Nova hesitated a second and glanced back at her fellow cheerleaders for a moment. She sighed and then said, “I… well, we have a modest proposal for you.”

I chuckled as I put my hands up defensively and said, “Hey. I have the same rule for marriage as I do for dating.”

A girl behind Nova said, “We’re not lesbians.”

Nova frowned. “Can you be serious for just a minute? Remember last spring when they held the tryouts for this year’s cheerleaders and you came to watch me?”

I nodded. “Of course I remember that. And I thought you were wonderful. I said you were a shoe-in to be on the squad.”

Nova said, “I remember you saying something else… that you wished you could be a cheerleader too like your sister two years ago.”

It was my turn to scowl. I growled, “I told you that in confidence! Why are you saying that in front of everyone?” I started to stand up.

“Ronnie!” exclaimed Nova. “Please sit back down and hear me out, okay?”

I just stood there, my hands on my tray ready to walk away. I felt betrayed. “Why should I? Are you joining forces with ‘Bat Guano’ Benson in harassing the sissy?” Benson was a bully who’d been the bane of my existence since middle school. He hates me not just because he considers me a worthless sissy, but I’m responsible for his nick name. But that’s another story.

“Sit… down!” hissed Nova. “Before I change my mind.”

I hesitated a few moments and then sat back down. I sighed. “Okay. I’m listening.”

Her eyes widening with excitement, Nova lowered her voice and said, “The cheerleader coach and I were talking this morning. We currently only have five cheerleaders…” She paused to point to herself and then pointing to each girl she counted.

I rolled my eyes at her. “I know how to count.”

Shrugging, Nova said, “Anyway, coach wants to bump us up to six. She says we could do more with a sixth member. But the tryouts were last spring, and since so few people tried out, we don’t have any alternates.”

“So what does that have to do with me?” I asked.

Looking frustrated, Nova said, “I’m getting to that! Coach tossed around the idea of having legacy members. If your sister was a cheerleader, you get fast-tracked for consideration. You still have to pass a minimum try-out, but you’ll get first consideration. I told coach about you. How your sister Janet was like the cheerleader’s cheerleader. She remembered your sister, who she was very impressed with, and agreed to let you try out to be our first legacy cheerleader! Cool, huh? You get your dream and we get an extra cheerleader!”

I frowned. “I’m a boy.”

Nova grinned. “She doesn’t care. We’re all about inclusion now, aren’t we?”

One of the cheerleaders gave me a funny look. “You’re a boy?”

“Did you tell her about me?” I asked.

Nova shrugged. “Maybe not everything. Oh look. There she is! Coach Martin!”

The girl’s coach was walking past us to go sit with other teachers for her lunch. On hearing her name, she turned and walked over where all of us were sitting.

The coach smiled at us. “Hey girls. What’s up?”

Nova pointed at me excitedly and said, “This is Ronnie, who I wanted you to meet about the legacy cheerleader spot.”

Coach Martin smiled at me and said, “Nice to meet you, Ronnie. Nova has been saying nice things about you. And I most definitely remember your sister. She’s in our Hall of Fame. Are you interested in joining the squad?”

I turned to face the coach more directly, I said, “I don’t think Nova told you I’m… Ow!…”

Nova kicked me in the shin and then scowled at me. I continued, “that I... uh I’ve never been a cheerleader before.”

Coach Martin grinned. “That’s okay. I’m sure Nova can bring you up to speed quickly. You look fit and just like your sister, and trust me, it’s fine that you don’t have much going yet on top. In fact, I could probably use you on the gymnastics team.”

Shrugging, I said, “I appreciate the consideration and all, but I don’t think I’m cute or perky enough to be a cheerleader.”

She waved her hand dismissively. “Pish posh. A little make-up and a smile and you’d be the prettiest girl at the table. I need to run, but if you’re interested, drop by the girl’s gym this afternoon and watch our practice. If interested, I’ll give you a form for your parents to sign. Nice meeting you, Ronnie.”  She turned and started walking back to the teacher’s table.

Wearing a wide grin, Nova shouted, “Woo hoo! You’re practically in!”

Feeling exasperated, I said, “Are you nuts? She thinks I’m a girl!”

A different cheerleader looked at me funny and asked, “Aren’t you?”

Nova touched my hand. “Don’t worry. We’ll get everyone on the same page. Please, please, please come to the practice today!”

I took a deep breath. “I don’t know…”

Nova looked at me seriously. “Girl, you have to!”

I frowned at her and said, “I’m not a girl and I don’t have to do nothing.”

Nova covered my hand with both of hers. “It’s your dream, Ronnie. You’ve told me as much.”

The bell signaling the end of lunch rang. I saw all the bullies start to get up from their table along with just about everyone. They dispersed but Benson made a bee-line towards our table. All the girls stopped getting up and sat back down. They all gave Nova a worried look.

Benson walked up to Nova, grinning. He didn’t seem to notice me. His eyes were locked on Nova. “Good morning, ladies. Have you considered my offer yet, Nova? Yeah, I know the Homecoming dance is about a month away, but as my daddy always says, no time like the present.”

Nova scowled at Benson and turned to the other girls. She asked, “Has hell frozen over and nobody told me? No? Okay, sorry Bat. My first answer still stands.”

An angry mask flashed across Benson’s face before regaining his smile. “Come on, Nova. Please come to the dance with me. And don’t call me Bat. You know my name is Tony.”

Nova shook her head. “Don’t make me say something rude. Just get lost, please, Tony.

“You’ll come around!” Tony growled as he stormed off. Thank God he didn’t notice me.

Nova looked over at me and shook her head. “See what girls have to put up with?”

I just chuckled.

###

If you want to read more of "A Modest Proposal," look for it on Amazon Kindle.
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https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0C7TLC9WW


Other Great Books Available From DopplerPress

Some people fall in love with the darkness. Melanie Brown's other books aren't all sweetness and light but in these seven tales she really lets us see her darker side. Maybe you'll fall in love with the darkness, too.

The Darker Side of Melanie Brown, by Melanie Brown
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https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BXJVDFMG

A collection of stories with a sporting theme by Angela Rasch! Seven of her best tales centered on the worlds of golf, basketball, football and cheerleading, all with plenty more going on outside the sporting action.

How you Play the Game, by Angela Rasch
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https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09GL6XNZR

Finding the right someone has never been easy, no matter the place... or time! But it is possible to find your happy ending through the applications of beauty, fashion, courtship and romance.

Romancing Yesterday, by Maryanne Peters
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https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0C6S4MZVS

From the selfless heroism of the Urban Commando to the tawdry villainy of the Bruise Brothers, the Promethean Metaverse teems with action and adventure. And a lot of gender bending on the way.

Prometheans, by Joyce Melton and Lainie Lee
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https://www.amazon.com/Prometheans-Joyce-Melton-ebook/dp/B00Y1Y3JHW/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=prometheans&qid=1559516729&s=digital-text&sr=1-1

Eighteen short stories and two poems by Wanda give fleeting views of the transgender experience –  wishes, dreams, hopes and fears, the sorts of things that everyone remembers.

TransGlimpses, by Wanda Cunningham and Joyce Melton
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https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00WAJZ4O6/ref=as_li_ss_tl?&ie=UTF8&linkCode=sl1&tag=bigcloset-rec-20&linkId=953c4ff329e13e76f4dbd6782cdce517&language=en_US

Want more? Check out DopplerPress' entire library on Amazon:

https://www.amazon.com/s?rh=p_30%3Adopplerpress
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