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To my readers, always


Connections

A Transgender Novella

(25,000 words)

 

By: Clover Cox


Chapter One

 

10 Years Ago

Robert Johnson shoved his hands into his pockets as he walked down the hallway, his heart racing for what was to come. The season was spring; the time of change, and he had to act quick or lose what he desired forever.

Robert passed through an open doorway. Hazel Helsley, or Ms. Helsley to everyone around here, sat at her desk marking exams. She was running her finger down the page—strands of fallen hair covering her face—when Robert knocked on the door. Hazel jumped.

“Afternoon, Ms. Helsley. Sorry to scare you,” Robert said. He ran a hand through his golden-brown hair that hung to his shoulders. Robert was eighteen going on nineteen, and there was no denying the connection he had with his biology teacher. The glint of lust that glittered when they laid eyes on each other.

Hazel hated how infectious she found Robert’s smile as he leaned against the door with his hands in his pockets. Hazel never imagined teaching would include falling for a student. She could rationalize the yearning that kept her awake at night because Robert was legally an adult. She repeated that to herself every time she imaged what he would look like without the t-shirt and jeans covering his body.

“Robert,” said Hazel. “What are you doing here?”

“We were going to go over my exam because of my bad grade,” he said.

“We’ll go over it in class tomorrow,” she said. “I just uploaded the grades from your class and still have to finish grading for another class.’’

“Yeah, and my mom blew up my phone when she saw it,” said Robert. He held up his flip phone, stepping closer to the desk so Hazel could see the long list of messages his mother had sent him about failing classes, college, the future, blah, blah, blah. Hazel hated the new system that allowed the parents to look up grades whenever they wanted. She no longer answered the phone after the last school bell on grade days.

“You’re an adult, Robert. Your mother shouldn’t be looking at your grades,” said Hazel.

“Senior year of high school is a blurry line. Trust me, nobody wants to get out from under my mother’s thumb more than me,” he said, tossing back his hair. Hazel loved his effeminate actions. When they talked, she felt like she was with one of her girlfriends. Robert felt nothing like a student. The boundaries between them were fuzzier than a smugged lens.

Robert sat across from Hazel at her desk. He hadn’t closed the door, but almost nobody lingered around the school after the final bell. Robert reached forward, touching Hazel’s hand. The spark that ran through her alarmed her. It electrified her. She wanted more. She wanted nothing of it. Bile swirled in her stomach as she stared into Robert’s golden eyes with specks of green. They were like a mirage in the desert. His white teeth and young face free of blemishes.

“You should leave, Robert,” said Hazel.

“We haven’t studied yet,” he said.

Hazel shook her head. Her feelings were unhealthy. Perhaps they were natural, but she couldn’t continue like this: looking over her shoulder, waking up in the night thinking of a student. It had to stop.

“Please, leave.”

“Hazel,” he pleaded.

She shook her head. A tear swelled in her eyes, so she cast her face to the side. “Robert, you know this is wrong. We’ll go over the test tomorrow. I can recommend a—”

When Hazel hadn’t been looking, Robert stood. He was over to her side of the desk. He grabbed her face and went in for a kiss, but she screamed. Hazel pushed Robert with all her strength, ran to the bathroom, and prayed she could make it through the last month of school without doing something stupid.

 

♦

 

5 Years Ago

Shirley Mroz’s career was advancing like a tadpole in a pond, morphing and changing on its way to becoming a beautiful new creature. Five years ago, she never could have imagined making it to where she was now: runway shows for the leading designers in the world, constant bookings for editorials, and more money than she had ever dreamed possible. She had all this at the tender age of twenty-three.

Shirley couldn’t wait to return home to her apartment after a tiring day. The apartment’s rent was too expensive, and she had to share a pool that couldn’t fit over fifteen people, but that was the price for a decent neighborhood in Los Angeles. It was a price Shirley was more than willing to pay. Whenever she thought about what her monthly rent payment could get her back in the Midwest, it made her shiver.

Turning her key in the mailbox, Shirley found a single letter. It was from her mother, a woman Shirley hadn’t heard from in over five years. There was no return address, but Shirley recognized the handwriting.

Shirley didn’t know if she loved her mother, hated her, or had any feelings at all. The emotions she had for the woman were uninterpretable. She had given life to Shirley, and for that, she would always show gratitude. For everything else, Shirley had been just fine pretending Hillary didn’t exist. Shirley went to the convenient store on the corner for some supplies before she could bring herself to read the letter.

Upon returning home, Shirley stepped out to her balcony with a lighter clutched in her sweaty palm. She held a cigarette from her secret stash between her fingers. Shirley lit the cigarette while admiring the mountain view she never had in Illinois. Shirley inhaled the glorious taste of tobacco; savoring the smoky flavor she hadn’t allowed herself in months. Shirley had picked up the habit after moving to Los Angeles right after her nineteenth birthday. Every day since had been an adventure, even if she had gained a smoking habit she wanted to kick.

Seeing Hillary’s distinctive script scrawled on the envelope brought back memories Shirley had suppressed. Memories she would rather live without. Shirley opened the letter after enjoying her cigarette. Her hands shook as she read her mother’s words. Shirley wanted to tear the letter to pieces but knew she wouldn’t. It was the only thing she had that reminded her of family, of home. They would always have a place in her heart.


Chapter Two

 

Now

Shirley’s hair blew in the wind as her feet crisscrossed in front of one other. Her stilettos pressed into the runway with force. Photographers snapped photos of the couture gown hanging from her body. Shirley didn’t look into the camera. She swayed her body to each side, hand on her hip, before returning down the runway. Every time she walked on a runway was a rush of adrenaline. The famous faces dotted throughout the audience. Designers staring at her like an angel. Shirley made more than most models, but she was the most coveted. Designers always put her in their showstoppers.

“Another great show,” her agent said when she got backstage after walking down the runway with the other models. Shirley’s agent, Beth, was one of the few people Shirley trusted in the world.

“Thanks,” said Shirley. The party that followed the show had caviar, expensive bubbles, and everything one would expect of a fashion show in New York City for the hottest designer of the year.

Shirley took a taxi back to her apartment, staring out the window at the endless rows of skyscrapers. Some days she missed sunny California, but she had moved for the career opportunities in New York. Beth had followed her. She was the person who had encouraged the change. Shirley didn’t care where she was because neither of the places were home.

Home, a sleepy town in the Midwest, carved a hole in her heart. She hadn’t been there in ten years. She hadn’t spoken to her family in that time either. There were pictures on social media, but Shirley stopped looking at the internet after moving to New York three years ago. It hurt too much to see what she was missing.

Shirley paid the taxi driver. She stepped out of the car, walking heel-toe to the door. She never knew when someone would snap a photo of her. Few paparazzi followed her, but there were a few who would come out the brush. She always had to look her best in public.

Shirley had a one-bedroom apartment in Manhattan renovated from top to bottom. For what she paid in HOA fees, she could buy a farm in her hometown. She could buy one of the old houses near the downtown area, renovate it, and have money left over to pay extra on her mortgage. Some days she felt like she was pouring gasoline over her cash to live in the city.

Like many times before, the day blended into the night; from work to a glass of wine on the couch. No makeup. Fresh face. Moisturizer. Plucking hairs. Rubbing lotion into her skin. Shirley worked on her beauty at night while she thought about her money. She tried to ignore her past in the Midwest, but it had been creeping into her mind as of late.

By Shirley’s third glass of wine, she had given up on the beauty regimens. She flipped through channels. She gulped her wine as the mental images of her growing niece and nephew without her love overtook her. Clark and Penelope were walking, talking, and living life. She wondered if they even knew who she was.

Shirley poured more wine into her glass, finishing the bottle. Shirley held the stem in her hand as she paced around the living room. She fought her desire to log in her social media account. Shirley wanted nothing more than to love her family, but then her mother’s letter returned to her mind.

Shirley raced to her bedroom. She fell to her knees in front of the closet. She dug through her things until she retrieved the letter she had kept for five years now. The words stabbed her as they had many times before. Reading her mother’s script was like lacing a rope around her neck, taking a blade to her flesh. She knew they would hurt, but she couldn’t help herself. This painful letter was the only thing she had that connected her to her family.

Shirley didn’t destroy the letter. She did nothing to ruin its form. She placed it back in its envelope before beating her fists against the mattress. Shirley ran to the kitchen to open another bottle of white wine.

Shirley had out her credit card. It shook in her unstable hands. She typed its numbers into the computer, knowing her action was a mistake, and clicked the purchase button. She shut her laptop and screamed from the balcony, resisting the urge to buy a pack of cigarettes for the first time in over a year, until her voice ran dry. Shirley stumbled back to her bedroom and passed out from exhaustion.


Chapter Three

 

The four-day ‘vacation’ had arrived. Shirley had lost control two weeks ago when she purchased the ticket. It had been a mistake; a mistake she could offset by walking down the runway once. She would have money left over for how much designers paid to use her.

Shirley had all but wrote off her drunken mistake, but when the day arrived she couldn’t help but wonder: did I buy those tickets for a reason?

Shirley had minutes to decide if she would leave for her plane or stay behind. Why couldn’t she visit her hometown? People wouldn’t recognize her. She was sure nobody had followed her beyond her mother, and Hillary wasn’t sharing details with anyone. The people from her hometown knew her as Robert, not Shirley, and Shirley didn’t share her male name with people even if she told them she was trans.

Shirley went to her bedroom. She had packed a bag yesterday. A part of her knew she was leaving, and it was only a matter of time before she descended the elevator to wave down a cab for the airport, but she wanted to deny the reality a bit longer. She sat on her suitcase, staring out the window to the skyscraper across from her. Open blinds revealed the lives of others. Closed curtains added mystery to apartments she had already seen. Countless hours telling herself that success was enough, as though she didn’t need the love of her family.

Minutes later, Shirley was descending in the elevator. A cab stopped for her, and she was on her way to the airport. Shirley took her ticket, went through security, and ignored her racing heart. She had to put the letter behind her and attempt to make a connection to fill the hole in her heart.

Shirley pulled out the letter while waiting to board. She couldn’t get past the first lines:

Robert,

I’ve followed your career over the past five years. It has done nothing but disgust me…

Shirley didn’t allow herself to cry over her mother’s hateful words. She folded the letter and placed it back in its envelope. She went to buy snacks before the flight. It didn’t matter what she did to distract herself. Her mother’s distaste for her transition lingered around her like a shadow on the sidewalk. No matter how much money she made, no matter how many runways she walked; the pain was always lingering in the background.

How could a mother not love her child? How could a mother abandon her child for being different? Shirley bought sour gummy candy and a bottled water for her flight. She wanted to turn around and head back to her apartment, but she wouldn’t. Shirley waited until they announced boarding. She took her seat. She would no longer run from the whispers of her past.

 

♦

 

Shirley drove her rental car down the state highway. Limp, harvested corn went on into the distance on either side. She had rented a car in Chicago after taking public transportation to a local neighborhood where the rental rates were cheaper. Shirley had money but still loved a deal. She had an hour left of driving before she reached her hometown for the first time in ten years.

There was a group of silos and a bend before the town. The curves of the road replaying in her head like photos from an album buried away in the attic. She wondered if her parents still had pictures hanging on the walls from before, from when Shirley was Robert. Every mile she drove brought her closer to a panic attack. She thought of turning around more times than the song changed on the radio but didn’t stop driving until she reached the farm with the silos. The bend in the road.

The speed limit dropped by half, and the police were always looking to give out a ticket to boost the town’s spending. Shirley had arrived to Mays Landing. She marveled in the renovated government building. A blighted house that had been gorgeous a decade ago. She nearly vomited when she saw her elementary, middle, and high school all lined up in a row. All the years she had spent in those buildings felt no more important than a magazine shoot from last year.

Shirley gripped the steering wheel at ten and two as she drove around Mays Landing the next twenty minutes. Every block held a different emotion. Every corner a unique secret. Shirley couldn’t believe she hadn’t been here in a over ten years, a place that had once felt as big as the entire world.

There was an attractive cafe that looked newer than most of the other buildings near the downtown area. Shirley parked outside the cafe. She took a deep breath of the autumn air, savoring the hints of fall leaves. Within a couple weeks, the foliage would shift to several shades of warmth.

Shirley reminded herself that nobody would recognize her. Nobody knew Shirley Mroz. They knew Robert Johnson, a man who no longer existed; not in the ways it counted at least. Shirley was wearing brown boots with a heel, a brown pencil skirt, nude tights, a baby-blue t-shirt tucked into the waistline of her skirt, and a plum jacket. Her hair pulled back into a messy bun. No lipstick. No eye shadow. Only foundation and concealer. Everything was designer, and she hadn’t paid a dime. Designers loved to gift her clothing just so people could see her walking around the city wearing it.

Shirley looked out of place for Mays Landing, but she didn’t care. It was a town in the middle of nowhere. Farms on all sides. Sprawling woods. Shirley stepped inside the cafe, the smell of roasting beans hit her in the face. People turned their heads. Most of the patrons were wearing faded jeans, tennis shoes, and fleece jackets. Shirley ducked her head as she walked to the counter. Her heels clacked on the hardwoods. People went back to talking, ignoring the woman who was obviously from out of town.

“Welcome to Toasted Love. What can we make for you today?” asked a woman.

When Shirley lifted her eyes, she couldn’t believe who was standing across the counter. It was Hazel. Ms. Helsley. Shirley wanted to react, but the woman didn’t know who she was.

“Wow, your eyes,” she said. “They’re gorgeous.”

Shirley shifted her attention. The irises she couldn’t change were a unique color. “Thank you,” said Shirley. “I’ll take a skim mocha.”

Hazel studied Shirley for a moment before agreeing to make her mocha and moving to the espresso machine. Shirley glanced around the cafe. There were several photos of Hazel with the employees. She must have been the owner of the cafe. Shirley wondered if she still taught at the school. It was a Friday afternoon during the school year and she was here, so Shirley figured she had given up on the teaching.

“You headed to Chicago?” asked Hazel when she returned with the latte.

Shirley got a whiff of her perfume, making her eyes pop. Her body froze. Hazel still wore the same scent. It took Shirley back to her last few days in Mays Landing. It transported her back to her first kiss. Shirley hadn’t expected to see Hazel so soon. The interaction was overloading her system.

“I’m visiting for the weekend. Rented a cabin on the edge of town,” said Shirley.

“Ah, those are nice. Wasn’t sure what kinds of people stayed in ‘em,” she said. Hazel told Shirley how much the mocha cost. Shirley handed her a five-dollar bill and told her to keep the change. “Thank you, enjoy the latte.”

Hazel was still as stunning as she had been ten years ago. She still had highlights in her hair. She kept it pulled back into a simple ponytail. Her tights jeans hugged her plump ass. She batted her eyelashes with the same seductive charm as she had, like she wasn’t even trying. Hazel’s hand was free of a ring. That hadn’t been the case ten years ago.

“I’ll be back for another,” said Shirley. Shirley didn’t want to blow her cover, so she took her mocha and sat facing away from the counter. She didn’t make eye contact with Hazel again while she was in the cafe. Shirley left to check in at her cabin. She needed sleep and to refresh her mind before announcing her return to the town.


Chapter Four

 

There were many aspects of Hillary’s life she would change given the opportunity, but she could bury those anxieties in her subconscious. She loved the phrase: out of sight, out of mind. She never saw her regrets, so they hid from her like moss on the backside of a tree. To what size had the moss grown? She never looked to find out.

That all changed when she stopped at the stoplight today. She had to do a triple take, but the woman across from her was none of than Shirley Mroz, her son. The woman who had once been Robert Johnson before she ran away to California. Hillary had followed Robert’s journey to womanhood. She checked on him every month but would never allow that vile creature Shirley into her life. What would her grandchildren think if they found out the young man in the photos on the wall had become a woman? It would scar them for life.

Shirley didn’t see Hillary. The sun must have cast a shadow against the window. Shirley and Hillary passed when the light turned green. Shirley looked like a tourist in a new city, taking in the city with wide eyes. Hillary wouldn’t deny the woman’s beauty. Shirley was gorgeous, but she was also immoral.

There was another immoral figure in Hillary’s life. A person she had disowned since before she changed her last name from Lang to Johnson.

Hillary’s hands gripped the steering wheel as a memory from two years ago filled her mind. It was shortly after her mother Lucy had died. Hillary had ignored her ghost through the entire funeral, but that didn’t stop the monster from appearing at her door.

The night Hillary opened her front door, she knew she couldn’t control her shadows forever. It had been raining. A heavy storm where one couldn’t see more than several feet in front of them. Her mother’s loss was still heavy on her heart, and the woman who stood there wasn’t welcome in her home.

“Mom died, Hillary. Can’t we put our differences aside? I’ve never met your family. You’ve never met mine.”

“I plan to keep it that way. You’re dead to me,” she said. Hillary couldn’t tell if the woman was crying or just had a wet face from the rain. She didn’t care much either way.

“You have evil in your heart, Hillary.”

Hillary’s husband, Nicholas, hollered to ask who was at the door, but Hillary replied that it was nobody. “My faith guides me. You know this,” she replied. Her voice was colder than the autumn air. “You made your choice, Angela.”

“I don’t know how you sleep at night,” she said. The woman turned and disappeared. Hillary watched her walk through the rain and drive away in an SUV. Hillary closed the door, her stomach tightening. She returned to the living room and sat on the sofa to watch television with her husband.

Hillary’s attention returned to the road after she almost drove over the worst pothole in town. People would laugh at her if she missed it. All the locals knew about it. They filled it every year, only to have to rain wash out the asphalt.

Hillary wasn’t free of sins, but they were minor. They weren’t blasphemous. They weren’t lifestyle choices one could change. Hillary reassured herself of the choices she has made and continued on with her day, aware the truth would soon reveal itself. Until then, she would plan for how to control the impending situation.


Chapter Five

 

Shirley Mroz stretched her arms above her head as the morning light greeted her. She almost forgot she had flown to Chicago and drove to Mays Landing yesterday, but the unfamiliar setting jolted the journey into her memory. The country foliage through the window. Smells of an unfamiliar soap the hotel used for its laundry. Shirley tugged on her hardened womanhood, horny at the touch. She often tucked her extension in a cute pair of panties during the day but let it breathe at night.

Shirley took a shower before changing into a gray jersey sweater dress with navy leggings and brown boots. She figured a more casual outfit would help her blend in here. She went with nothing more than a thin layer of foundation and under-eye concealer. Most women in Mays Landing didn’t even bother with foundation if they weren’t headed to a special event.

A man in the lobby stared at Shirley as she ate breakfast. She found it amusing as he kept finding reasons to walk by her table. She pretended not to notice as she searched for the address of an old friend online, the first person she wanted to see. Shirley hoped her old friend wouldn’t freak out at her new body. She hoped Zoe would provide her with answers before she even thought about seeing her mother, Hillary.

Shirley drove to the address she had found online. It took some investigating to find Shirley’s friend since she had changed her name from Zoe Young to Zoe Moore. She had married John Moore. He used to play football for the high school. Shirley found a picture of them in the image results with a link to the local paper.

There were two bikes strewn on the grass of the front yard when she pulled up to Zoe’s presumptive address. The house had a basketball hoop in the driveway. Shirley walked to the door, reminding herself nobody knew Shirley Mroz. They knew Robert Johnson. She hoped Zoe hadn’t changed too much since high school. They used to have endless hours of fun together. Shirley took a deep breath before knocking.

Zoe, exhausted and rounder around the waist, opened the door. She had aged, but her beauty was ever present. She smiled, not recognizing Shirley. Two children were yelling in the background.

“Hello,” she said in a country draw without paying Shirley much attention. Shirley had once spoke the same but had lost her accent long ago. “Can I help you?”

“Look into my eyes,” said Shirley.

“Excuse me?” asked Zoe. Her head kept swirling to the action behind her. “Hey, stop it! Cut it out!”

“Two boys must be a handful,” Shirley said. Zoe still hadn’t looked into her eyes.

“It’s like taking care of a circus,” she said. “I’m sorry, but do I know you? Why are you here?”

Shirley didn’t have much time before Zoe would close the door in her face and write her off as a magazine salesperson. “It’s me, Zoe. You know me,” she said.

Zoe looked up, finally meeting Shirley’s gaze, and the recognition was instant. Zoe clasped her hand over her mouth. First came a laugh. Then a muted scream. Her face morphed several times before she leaned in and whispered, “Robert?”

Shirley nodded. “It’s Shirley now, but yes.”

Zoe screeched and pulled Shirley inside by her wrist. There were two young boys playing with air guns. They stopped running in circles the moment Zoe and Shirley entered the room. “Boys, behave yourselves. We gotta guest from the big city,” she said.

The boys frowned at Shirley. “Chicago?” one asked.

“No, she ran away to Los Angeles.”

“New York now,” Shirley corrected her. The children awed at the revelation.

“My, my, look at you, Shirley. Doesn’t she have the most beautiful eyes you ever saw?” she asked. The boys nodded. One stroked his gun, narrowing his eyes at his brother. Zoe introduced them. Their names were Joseph and Anthony. She dismissed them, and they fled to the basement.

Zoe hugged Shirley again when they were gone. All the memories of their years spent together flooded Shirley’s mind. She held Zoe tighter. They had been inseparable for years. Shirley used to do everything feminine with Zoe; like shopping at the mall, haircuts at the salon, or just gossiping about everyone in town.

“I’ve missed you!” Zoe said and slapped Shirley with the kitchen towel she had been carrying.

“You know I had to run away, but I’m so sorry! I think about you all the time, Zoe,” she said.

Zoe shrugged. Shirley followed her to the kitchen. “Would you like some lemonade? Just made it,” she said and lifted the pitcher on the counter.

Shirley agreed to some lemonade. Zoe opened her freezer, scooping out handfuls of ice. She filled two glasses with lemonade. “So, you married John?”

“Yep! How did you find out?”

“Found a picture online when I was looking for your address,” said Shirley.

“They just have my address online?” she asked, sounding offended.

“Well, yes. That’s the case with most people. I hope you don’t mind me coming here,” said Shirley. She took a sip of the lemonade. It was the perfect balance of sweet and sour.

“No, not you. But I don’t want no stalker coming out here. I got kids,” she said.

“Most people are listed online. You can find my New York address with a simple search,” said Shirley.

Zoe smirked and waved for Shirley to follow her to the screened-in porch. It was a balmy fall day. Gray sky, yet a pleasant temperature. Zoe ran inside, leaving Shirley to stare out to the woods behind Zoe’s home until she returned with a plate of cookies. They weren’t homemade, but Shirley couldn’t help but indulge. It was only a weekend. She’d be back to her strict diet by this time next week.

“How’s the city life?” asked Zoe.

Shirley could have paid Zoe a million dollars for treating her like a normal person. Most people from her old life as Robert—that lasted nearly two years after moving to Los Angeles—only wanted to know about the implants, her motivation. They always wanted to ask inappropriate questions like if she had ‘chopped off’ her dick or not; as though it were as simple as taking an ax to her appendage. Shirley knew how to deal with those assholes now, but they used to cause her sleepless nights.

Zoe and Shirley discussed how Shirley lived in the city, worked as a model, and spent her free time advocating for transgender rights. Zoe shared what Joseph and Anthony did. Zoe made jewelery in her free time, but the kids exhausted most days. John was a good husband. Zoe loved her boring family life, and Shirley couldn’t deny the satisfaction in her relaxed expression. Tired but content. Shirley couldn’t help but feel a tad jealous.

“Did you know Marcus came out the closet?”

Shirley often thought of Marcus, but she hadn’t checked his social media in years. Shirley knew Marcus was gay since before moving away because he tried to kiss Robert. It happened after Robert announced he was moving. Robert had to let him down softly then because Shirley preferred women. Shirley had never been with a man, and although Marcus had been one of her best friends, she couldn’t. Shirley shared the story with Zoe for the first time.

“You’re kidding,” she said, breaking a cookie in half.

Shirley shook her head.

“So, you like women? I always thought…”

“It’s fine. You had every reason to believe I was gay. I was most certainly queer, but if I had to pick between Marcus and you…” Shirley allowed her voice to trail off.

“Wow,” Zoe said. They stared out to the woods, allowing the words to settle with a few beats of silence. “Do you ever miss it here?”

“Why do you think I’m here now?” asked Shirley.

“I’m sorry your mom is a bitch,” she said.

Shirley’s mouth turned to a smile. Zoe had never been the biggest fan of Hillary. She always had something to say. A negative opinion. Nothing was ever pure enough for Hillary.

“It’s okay. That’s why I came to you first,” said Shirley. Her mind drifted to Hazel, the woman she had loved from a distance. The woman she had wanted to win. There had always been a line between Zoe and Shirley because of the friendship they shared, but there was nothing other than pure passion between Hazel and Shirley. A kiss that had lingered in Shirley’s mind since that fateful moment.

“I’m your first visit in the Landing?” she asked. Locals had a bunch of nicknames for the town, but the Landing was the main one; not that there was a river or anywhere to dock large boats. A few lakes scattered the land, but those were small. People mostly used kayaks on them.

“What can you tell me?” asked Shirley.

Zoe told Shirley about her niece and nephew from her brother Rick Johnson, Penelope and Clark. They were similar in age to Zoe’s sons, Joseph and Anthony. Shirley hadn’t seen photos of Clark since he was tiny, her brother’s youngest child. Zoe knew them well.

Shirley took a slow drink from her lemonade as Zoe’s words settled. She had missed so much in the past decade. Her life and career were a success on paper, but some things were more emotional, more spiritual, than jumping through the hoops of ambition.

“What else?” she asked.

Zoe continued and told her about how Marcus had moved to Chicago. How some businesses had closed. Others opened. The roller rink no longer existed, but there was a new bowling alley. Zoe shared the biggest gossip of the years like their old principal cheating on his wife with a recent graduate, an ice-cream stand burning to the ground, and the year it flooded. All the crops had been destroyed.

“That’s terrible,” said Shirley. “She was remembering everything that used to happen when she lived here. The community was tighter in Mays Landing than any she had experience since leaving. Part of Shirley missed everyone from her past enough to imagine selling her apartment and moving back here to farm. Why couldn’t she make money as a farmer instead of a model? She laughed to herself at the ridiculousness of the idea.

“What are you thinking about?” asked Zoe.

“Just everything I left behind.”

“It wasn’t much,” Zoe said with a snort. “You have a career people envy, Shirley. You’re living the life you always dreamed for yourself.”

“I know,” she said. Shirley folded her hands in her lap. It felt like the temperature was dropping by the minute which could happen in Mays Landing. “There’s one more thing,” she said.

“What?”

“I’m sorry for your loss. I know how much you loved your Grandma Lucy,” she said.

“Lucy? My grandmother? My loss?” asked Shirley. Panic filled her as she thought of the possibility of her grandmother dying without her mother sharing the information.

“Yeah, she passed away. Two years ago,” she said. “Hillary didn’t tell you?”

Shirley shook her head. Her grandmother’s number changed at the same time as Shirley’s a year after her move, and Hillary never gave her the new one. It wasn’t listed online. Years later when Shirley found the number, she wanted to call again, but her voice had changed so much. She didn’t want to confuse Lucy, her grandmother, by telling her it was Robert while using a feminine voice.

Something cracked within Shirley as the realization hit. Her grandmother had been buried and mourned without her. The pain was fresh for Shirley. She couldn’t shake the hurt her mother had caused by keeping this a secret. Zoe reached over and patted Shirley’s shoulder, and Shirley clasped her hand over Zoe’s.

“I think I should leave,” said Shirley.

Zoe nodded. “You’re welcome here whenever you like, Shirley. Don’t leave town without coming to tell me goodbye.”

Shirley nodded, stood, and left without another word.


Chapter Six

 

Hazel wiped a wet rag over the granite counter she had purchased at a discount. Everything in the store was from the clearance section of a hardware store, but it had all come together. Anything was better than staying a teacher. Hazel had given teaching up many years ago after her affair with Robert Johnson.

Hazel’s thoughts floated to the woman who had entered her cafe yesterday with striking eyes. They were the same as Robert’s: golden brown with specks of green. Hazel was married when she met Robert. Newly married. Happily—for the most part. None of that stopped her from falling into the trap of Robert’s seduction. It had been instant. Unmistakable.

Robert had just turned eighteen when they met. He was a senior. Hazel had only been teaching a few years, and she never expected the tornado that came her way: late nights of study, casual flirting, dangerous eye contact. Hazel thought she had controlled the situation when Robert tried to kiss her after an exam day.

Hazel had been so well-behaved. She was cold for two weeks after the attempted kiss. Zero eye contact. No after-school meetings. Nothing. She would answer Robert’s questions in class with an even voice but dismiss him afterward.

Everything was perfect until they found each other in a grocery store. It was late. Hazel had been fighting with her ex-husband, Andrew, about something she couldn’t remember. All she knew was that she wanted mint chocolate chip ice cream. Hazel was looking in the freezer section when a hand gripped her side.

She almost screamed until she realized it was Robert’s hand. Her fear turned to desire. Robert leaned in close and whispered: why have you been avoiding me?

Hazel could still feel the words on her ear all these years later. Everything from that moment on had been a downhill tumble until Robert vanished one day for the west coast. Hazel hadn’t heard from him since, even though she often thought of him, but the woman from yesterday. Her eyes. They were too familiar.

Hazel lifted her head when the cafe door swung open, slamming against the wall. The woman with golden brown irises entered the establishment. She had swollen red eyes and looked distraught. Hazel ran over to her and wrapped an arm around her shoulder.

“Everything okay?”

The woman met Hazel’s eyes, taking her back to the moans that escaped her mouth that night after leaving the grocery store. How she had stared into those same eyes as Robert shipped her to a place of ecstasy. Hazel wanted to ask the woman her name. She wanted to ask if there was a chance that she was Robert. His eyes had been one-of-a-kind.

The woman buckled. She wiped her hand across her face. She shook her head. Hazel remembered she had ordered a mocha yesterday, so she took her to a seat and said she would bring a mocha right over.

“Do you have frozen ones?” the woman asked, digging through her purse. She pulled out a five-dollar bill and placed in on the table, but Hazel had already walked halfway across the room.

“Yes, I’ll make it frozen. Whipped cream? Chocolate sprinkles?”

“Yes,” the woman said. Her voice almost came out as a cry. She looked around the cafe, but people had returned to their computers and tablets since she entered. The sounds of blending ice filled the space a few moments later. Hazel walked the chocolaty drink back to the distressed woman.

The woman’s hands grasped the plastic to-go cup. She drank from the straw as though it were life support. “Thank you. Here,” she said and passed the money to Hazel.

Hazel shook her head. “I don’t want your money. I want you to answer a question.” The woman’s eyes widen as she focused on Hazel. She didn’t speak, waiting for Hazel to continue. “What’s your name?” she asked.

“Shirley. Shirley Mroz.”

“It’s just you look so familiar, Shirley. Are you sure we don’t know one another?”

Shirley shook her head. “I’m sorry for barging in here like that. It’s been… a day,” Shirley said and slid the money to where Hazel’s arm rested on the table. “Thanks for the mocha.”

Hazel watched Shirley disappear. First thing Hazel did after closing the cafe that day was search Shirley Mroz on the internet.

 

♦

 

Shirley ran her index finger along the bottom of the plastic to-go cup. She savored the mixture of chocolate and espresso melting on her tongue. She kicked her feet against the mattress as another wave of angry spiked within her.

How could Hillary not have mentioned her grandmother’s passing? Lucy was Shirley’s favorite person in the world. She placed her chin in the palm of her hand and stared out the window, depression dragging her into the pits of turmoil. She wanted a normal family. A mother who didn’t treat her like a lump of garbage with maggots crawling along its side. She wanted a mother who could love her for the person she was born to become.

Shirley hadn’t chosen her devotion to womanhood. It fell in her lap, much like someone might find a dollar bill caught against a fence. She had discovered herself like a play behind a curtain, bit by bit. Shirley wanted to love her family. She wanted to send gifts to her niece and nephew. Penelope and Clark. They deserved to know who their aunt was.

Shirley threw her plastic cup in the trash. She grabbed her keys from the dresser and went outside. It was drizzling. A light layer of moisture covered Shirley as she walked across the parking lot to her car. She drove into town, oscillating between anger and sadness. Shirley passed familiar buildings she had sworn off a decade ago. Coming back to Mays Landing had been the biggest mistake of her life. These people didn’t love her. Her mother proved that when she sent the letter.

Shirley thought back to Hazel when she passed the cafe. The doors had closed. The lights were a dim glow, but Hazel had comforted Shirley in the same way she had all those years ago when she let a young Robert down, renouncing their affair. Shirley knew she recognized Robert in her eyes, but Shirley couldn’t deal with that right now. She couldn’t get swept away with Hazel when she had come for her family’s love.

Shirley turned down a familiar street. One she used to ride her bike along many, many years ago. Shirley stopped before the last turn. She waited at the stop sign—how many minutes, she wasn’t sure—until a car honked behind her. Shirley continued onto her childhood street, her house at the end.

The car rolled slowly to a stop in front of the house. Lights were on inside. Shadows moved behind the drawn curtains. Shirley thought of all the holidays that had occurred there without her. She imagined the walls of photos, mummifying her teenage face. Pictures of Rick, her brother, would have been updated. They would include his wife for whom Shirley couldn’t remember the name.

Shirley wondered what would happen if she walked up to the door, knocked, and announced her presence. They couldn’t send her to jail. They could either accept her inside or turn her away. The latter was too frightening to face after just finding out about her grandmother. She needed her family to hug her as Zoe had. Show her love like Hazel.

While Shirley attempted to gather the strength to leave her car, a stirring in her peripherals caught her attention. It was Hillary, her mother. She had stepped onto the porch.

Shirley saw the recognition in Hillary’s eyes. She knew who was parked outside her house, but she didn’t move. She stared, arms crossed over her chest. After a minute of tense glaring, Hillary shook her head. Shirley would come back soon, but she couldn’t deal with this today. She had to sleep and eat breakfast. She had to mourn her loss; allow time for the anger to subside.

Shirley waved at her mother, started the car, and drove off. The rain had turned from a drizzle to a downpour by the time she reached the cabin.


Chapter Seven

 

Shirley spread butter over toast as she digested the fact that the anniversary of her grandmother’s death was Sunday, tomorrow. Shirley had spent all night reading as much as she could from the local paper about her family. Other cousins had passed away too. People Shirley hadn’t thought about in years like her second-grade teacher. The sweet old woman with white hair who used a chain to hold her glasses in place. So much had changed since Shirley left, but much had stayed the same.

Her grandmother, Lucy Lang, had been the light of Shirley’s childhood. Shirley felt that Lucy had always known she was a bit different as an effeminate young boy. Lucy had taught a young Robert to bake, sew, and keep a clean house. She had cried and begged Robert to stay. It broke Shirley’s heart that she never called Grandma Lucy. What if Lucy had accepted her? What if they could have continued their relationship? Shirley would never know. She would regret not taking a chance the rest of her life.

Shirley bit into her piece of toast as memories of her grandmother floated through her mind. The time they dyed Easter eggs and hid them in her backyard. When they used to make cookies for Christmas or pumpkin pie for Thanksgiving. Shirley wanted to turn back time and reach out to the woman who had loved her in the purest way Shirley had ever experienced. To come from Grandma Lucy, Hillary was the polar opposite.

Hillary used to love Robert until she discovered the truth. When Robert had told his mother the first time, he had been so hopeful that she would understand. She hadn’t. Hillary wanted nothing to do with Shirley if she couldn’t accept the body she had been given at birth. Hillary didn’t understand how confused, hurt, and alone Shirley felt from her mother’s rejection, but the moment was enough to change Shirley’s life forever.

She had given up on her family for nearly a decade, and the longer she spent in Mays Landing, the more she regretted walking away based on one person’s reaction. Hillary’s opinion was the most important, but she didn’t rule the world. She didn’t rule the Johnson family. Shirley had taken a new last name, and she couldn’t have closure with her grandmother, but what about the rest of her family? Did they miss her? Would they accept her? Shirley had a fragment of hope and will to discover the answer.

Shirley finished her toast, fruit, locked her phone and went back to her cabin. She changed into a tight sweater, jeans, and sneakers. The sneakers were from a famous designer and sparkled. They gave her the shoes on the condition she had to post a picture on social media when she wore them. Shirley saw a tree stump that would be perfect for a shot.

Shirley crossed the parking lot when a familiar voice startled her.

“Hey! You ran out of the shop yesterday,” Hazel said.

Shirley turned to her and waved. She was at the tree line. Shirley lowered her perched foot, without having taken the photo, and waited for Hazel to cross the parking lot. The weather was mild, a typical fall day with a warm-colored sun and icy wind. Hazel’s highlighted hair bounced on her shoulders. “Sorry, yesterday was a rough day for me,” said Shirley.

Hazel was approaching as though Shirley was an old friend, but she hadn’t yet shared her identity. “I asked all over to find which cabins you were staying in, and a friend said they had seen you here. She works as the manager,” said Hazel.

Shirley couldn’t help but feel someone had violated her privacy, but there were few secrets in a small town: even less so of strangers passing through. “I’m here,” said Shirley. She used the brightest smile she could, hoping Hazel would disappear so she could work up the courage to check boxes from her list. She had people to disrupt, places to storm. As much as Shirley wanted to distract herself with Hazel, her family had to come first. “I’m sorry to have caused a scene in your cafe. I promise it won’t happen again.”

Hazel waved her hand in the air. She held her other hand on her curvy hip. If Shirley had more time, she would make a move, but that required the risk of rejection. Shirley wasn’t sure she could handle the rejection of an old flame and her entire family on the same day. “I didn’t come for that,” said Hazel. Hazel had come for more than to check up on a frazzled customer.

She stared into Shirley’s eyes in a way that made her shift. “Why are you here?”

“Do I know you?”

“Perhaps you’ve seen me in a magazine. I’m a model and work for a lot of designers and perfume makers. People make the mistake all the time,” said Shirley. People often thought she was someone she wasn’t. She used to carry around a magazine to prove it, but now she just shook her head and continued with whatever she was doing, but this was different. Shirley and Hazel both knew Hazel knew who she was, but Shirley wouldn’t say it unless Hazel asked. “I just came here for a country retreat. Anything else?”

Hazel went back and forth on whether to drop it or ask this strange woman if she was her old flame based on her irises. Hazel couldn’t stop the words from leaving her mouth, “are you Robert? I’m sorry if that’s offensive, but—”

Shirley held up her hand. The look on Hazel’s face said everything; no rejection would happen if the truth came out. Shirley nodded. “Yes, Hazel. It’s me. I go by Shirley now, but it’s still me.”

Hazel fell into Shirley’s arms. Their chests pressed together. Hazel held Shirley at an arm’s length before bringing her close again. “You returned.”

Shirley shook out of Hazel’s hold. “Don’t make it sound like I’m some messiah,” she said. “I should have said something before, but everyone has a different reaction.”

Hazel looked Shirley up and down, “as long as you haven’t changed on the inside, you’re as beautiful as you always were.”

“Thank you,” said Shirley, not reacting as her dick twitched in her panties. It had been ages since she had sex, and making love with Hazel would be falling into a bed of familiarity. Touching someone who had known the old her but could discover who she was now. Shirley tried not to get ahead of herself, as there was no signs that Hazel might want her in the way she had. Women often called other women beautiful.

“What are you doing today?”

“First, I have to take a photo. Would you like to help?” asked Shirley. She placed her foot back on the tree stump and handed Hazel her cell phone. “The designers want me to post a pic on my social media. It was the deal for getting the shoes for free,” she said.

“So, you’re famous now?” asked Hazel.

Shirley shrugged. “You could say that. Some days I don’t know what I am except lost.”

Hazel didn’t respond, not knowing how to deal with Shirley’s honesty. Hazel often felt lost after everything that had happened with her ex-husband. She held up the camera and snapped a photo of Shirley’s sneakers. They shined against the autumn sun. Shirley took the camera and tapped away at her cell phone. “How long are you in town?”

“Until Monday morning. I have to leave early to make my flight from Chicago,” said Shirley. After she uploaded the photo to her social media page, she took a moment to appreciate Hazel’s beauty. She had aged, but Shirley had too. Shirley often thought of the night she shared with Hazel. How she had felt the walls of a pussy contract around her dick for the first time. How she had sucked a woman’s breast. Licked pussy lips. Images of the night flashed through Shirley’s head.

“I don’t have to be at the cafe today. Did you want to catch up?” asked Hazel. “If you have plans, I understand.”

Shirley wanted to ambush her family, but Hazel had become the path of least friction, and she could answer questions for Shirley. “What did you have in mind?” asked Shirley.

“We could hit the gun range?”

Shirley smirked.

“What?” asked Hazel.

“It’s just all these years nobody has asked me to go to a gun range. People in LA and New York aren’t practicing their shooting. Not in my circles. Makes me feel like I’m home.”

“Let’s go shoot some targets. You can get some of that aggression from yesterday out of your system.”

“You driving?” asked Shirley.

“Whatever you prefer,” she said. They departed a couple minutes later.

 

♦

 

Hazel glanced at Shirley as she held a pistol in her hand. Shirley was smiling more than Hazel had seen all morning. Her hair pulled into a tight ponytail. No makeup. Plump lips. Her jeans hugged her curves. Hazel had cleared her clip and was waiting for Shirley to do the same. They were shooting targets—paper men attached to wood slabs—in the open air.

Shirley’s hands rattled as bullets left her gun. She hadn’t shot a gun since the summer she moved away from Mays Landing, and it had been just what she needed to ease her anxieties. No matter what happened in life, she could come to a gun range and shoot inanimate objects. Shirley had a loft waiting for her back in New York, but she hadn’t enjoyed herself as much as she was now for years. The rush of free clothing, high-priced runway walks, and free champagne had run its course.

When Shirley’s gun ran out of bullets she lowered it to the tabletop and turned to Hazel, “can we do it again?”

“As long as you’d like. At least until we run out of bullets,” she said with a smile.

“How often do you come here?” asked Shirley.

“Couple times a month. The cafe keeps me busy, but those customers drive me up a wall sometimes, and this is the perfect place to blow off steam.”

Shirley grinned. “I haven’t felt this free in years. Sometimes I think I have it all figured out in the city, but other times I feel like nothing more than a hamster running on a wheel trapped in a cage. My agent pushes me this way and that, never giving me a chance to breathe. My money is her money, but the designers act like they need me.”

“Must be hard having so many people depend on you,” she said.

“It is. I love what I’ve accomplished, but I’ve been wondering if it is enough. What have I missed in the past decade? You know? I mean, hell, tomorrow is the anniversary of my grandmother’s death. Did you know Lucy Lang?”

“Of course. She made the best gooseberry pie,” said Hazel. “Everyone in town used to talk about her desserts.”

“We used to bake cookies on Christmas, and I never got the chance—” said Shirley. Her voice cracked. She couldn’t bring herself to think of everything she missed. She had gained a lot—fame, riches, and accomplishing her dreams—at a terrible price.

“She’s looking down on us now,” said Hazel while rubbing Shirley’s back. They had taken off their earmuffs and goggles. The guns sat pointed away from them toward the field. Shirley couldn’t remember the last time she had spent two hours in nature. Central Park was nice, but it wasn’t the same. Someone was always popping up from the shadows.

“I hope so,” Shirley said. She didn’t believe in a heaven that may or may not accept her, but she hoped the spirit of her grandmother could see what she became. Shirley hoped Grandma Lucy understood she had no choice but to become Shirley and not live life as Robert. If, by chance, Heaven were real, she hoped she could one day join Lucy there to reconnect. “The pain of not knowing has grown stronger over the last few years. The older I become, the harder it is to ignore my past.”

“You came here for a reason,” said Hazel. She was hugging Shirley like a friend would. Shirley hadn’t felt genuine friendship since leaving Mays Landing behind. Everyone she met in LA or New York would turn on a ‘friend’ if it meant they could climb one rung of the career ladder. Shirley had stabbed others in the back. She wasn’t free from the guilt of betrayal, but it wore on her. What was a life where one couldn’t trust their friends?

Shirley nodded, but she couldn’t speak. “Let’s shoot,” she said.

Hazel reloaded the clips, and they cleaned them out a couple more times. Hazel couldn’t ignore Shirley’s frown after the second clip, so she turned to her and said, “should we get cider and donuts? It’s that time of year.”

“I had some sweets yesterday, but why not? I’m on vacation! Do you remember Zoe Young? Zoe Moore now.”

“You two were the best of friends,” said Hazel. It was odd thinking back to when her affair with Robert began. He had been just a senior in high school. He was legal, at eighteen years old, but he had been so young. So full of ambition and hope, as the young often are. Robert Johnson and Zoe Young were thick as thieves, and everyone at the school knew it. Hazel had left the teaching life behind long ago, but she would never forget her time there.

“So, cider and donuts?”

“Sure,” said Shirley. She no longer cared much about how many calories she was putting into her body. Shirley could figure that out on Monday. They cleaned up at the gun range, went for donuts, and laughed a lot along the way. They had forgotten how marvelous it felt to spend time together.


Chapter Eight

 

Shirley and Hazel enjoyed their warm cider and donuts in Shirley’s cabin. It was small but had all the essentials: a two-burner range, fridge, bed, shower, sofa, and a television. Shirley cuddled up next to Hazel and ignored the sugar falling from her warm donut. She had to obsess less over what others told her was important.

“I noticed you aren’t wearing a wedding ring,” said Shirley.

Hazel cast her eyes to the amber liquid in her cup. “I’m not.”

“Was it because of us?” she asked.

Hazel shrugged. “You were the only person I ever cheated on Andrew with, but there was a reason I cheated. We divorced five years ago now.”

“Is he still around?”

“You know that man isn’t leaving the Landing,” she said. Hazel lifted her blue eyes, and there was a power behind them. It was no wonder she had left teaching to run her own business. Hazel wasn’t one to have people tell her what to do or how to do it. “But I left him. It was a mutual decision. We hadn’t had sex in over a year. It was only a matter of time before he cheated, if he hadn’t already.”

“No baby?” asked Shirley. She realized Hazel could have a child. Before Shirley’s mind flooded with possibilities, Hazel extinguished her curiosity.

“His sperm wasn’t viable,” said Hazel. She kicked the legs of the small table in front of them. “Everyone in town thinks it’s because of me, and I haven’t corrected them.”

“What do you mean? Did he start a rumor saying you couldn’t have a baby?”

“Yep, and he already has another frustrated wife. Poor bastard. For a few years there, I wanted nothing more than a family, but I’m getting too old now. I’m forty-two. What would I look like having a kid?”

“If you want kids, you should have one. You could adopt or take in a foster child. There are options if you don’t want to try the natural route. Don’t let that bastard put you down.”

Hazel shook her head. “You? Do you want kids?”

“I would like to know who my niece and nephew are. I’m not sure about kids of my own. Dating is hard enough as it is,” Shirley said.

“Your niece and nephew are gorgeous children. They come into the cafe with your brother and his wife sometimes.”

It was a comfort to hear, but it still pained Shirley that Zoe and Hazel knew her family better than she did. “I was going to surprise them today until you showed up at the cabin.”

Hazel put up her hands. “If you need to leave, don’t let me hold you up,” she said. Hazel gathered her things from the coffee table, but Shirley stopped her.

“Don’t leave, Hazel. I’m happy to spend today with you. It’s refreshing,” she said. Shirley’s hand held Hazel’s. They sat on her leg. Shirley moved her hand, rubbing it up and down Hazel’s thigh.

Nobody had touched Hazel in ages, and Shirley’s hand was like gas on a fading fire.

Shirley resisted her urge to reach her hand up Hazel’s shirt and draw lines with her finger along Hazel’s fair skin. Shirley focused on Hazel’s high cheeks. “Your jeans feel nice.”

“Thanks, I got them at the outlet mall,” said Hazel. “You probably don’t do much shopping in places like that.”

“I don’t, but I could,” said Shirley. She leaned forward, tilting her head to the side. She needed to taste Hazel’s lips. Were they same as they had been? Hazel shut her eyes, closing the space between herself and Shirley. Their lips connected. Shirley’s hand squeezed Hazel’s thigh.

Hazel’s lips were softer than Shirley remembered. When they pulled apart, Shirley wished life hadn’t taken them down different paths. Was there an alternate reality where Hazel left Andrew all those years ago?

“I’m sorry,” said Hazel. She covered her mouth and stood from the couch.

Shirley went across the room and stopped Hazel from leaving. “Don’t apologize.”

“We shouldn’t have done that,” she said.

“Why not? What we had, it’s still there. I can feel it.”

“But you’re a woman. It would never work.”

“Not every part of me has changed,” said Shirley. She turned her head. She hated telling people about the extension between her legs. It was rare that Shirley met someone who didn’t either fetishize her womanhood or never talk to her again. Since Shirley dated women, it was mostly the latter.

“You mean—?” asked Hazel. Her voice trailed off, but her finger was pointed straight at Shirley’s package, safely hidden below the denim.

Shirley nodded. “I still have my penis. I also have a strong preference for women. If you want to leave, I understand, but—”

“No, Shirley. Give me a second to adjust. When I came here, I guess part of me was hoping…”

“Hoping what?” Shirley asked when she couldn’t bear the silence.

“That you still had your penis,” she said. “It was the best I ever had.”

“You’re lying. I was so young and inexperienced,” she said. But Shirley hadn’t had better pussy since. She figured that was because she had lost her virginity to Hazel. Didn’t it always feel the best in the beginning?

“Have you ever had better?”

Shirley shook her head. “I always compare my experiences what we shared. I’ve just held so much guilt because you were married, and it wasn’t—”

“We weren’t happy, Shirley. Things started falling apart after I couldn’t get pregnant the first year. When we found out it was because of Andrew’s sperm, he lost it. He wasn’t the same person after that.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine. Do you want to get out of here and head to my house? There’s a lot more privacy there than this place. We can cook dinner. Hang out. I know you want to see your family, but—”

“That sounds perfect, Hazel. I can see them when they get home from church tomorrow. They’re probably doing something for Grandma Lucy, so… I need more time to prepare myself.”

“Let’s pick up some stuff at the grocery store, and you can take all the time you need tonight to make a plan.”

“I need to grab some clothes, and I’ll meet you at the store?”

“Excellent. I hope you like steaks,” said Hazel.

Shirley smiled and nodded. Hazel left. Shirley saw her truck pull out from the parking lot as Shirley packed a bag for Hazel’s. She included her cosmetics, a change of clothes, and the letter her mother wrote her all those years ago.

 

♦

 

Walking around in the grocery store—with its updated international section yet untouched-in-decades meat area—was a step into the past. Shirley swept her fingers over the shelves as though they had magical powers as she searched the store for Hazel. As though the store had the ability to transport her to the past so she could try again before she lost her grandmother. Shirley saw Hazel in the produce section picking out red potatoes.

The grocery store also took her to another night; the one where she had lost her virginity. It had started here in this grocery store. Hazel searching through the prepared dinners in the freezer section when a young Robert snuck up behind her and whispered in Hazel’s ear. Shirley had so much confidence then and had been slowly losing it ever since. It was like every dollar richer she became, the more insecure she grew.

“Found you,” said Shirley.

Hazel turned on her heel. She dropped the potatoes into her cart. There were two juicy steaks and other vegetables. Milk, cheese, and a couple pantry items contrasted against the red grate. “Just getting everything we need,” she said.

“Do you remember what happened last time we were here together?” asked Shirley. Her mind couldn’t help but wander to the tightness of Hazel’s opening. The wetness of her folds. She had smelled of soap because she had just come from a shower at the gym. Andrew didn’t know what he lost when he pushed Hazel out of his life.

“How could I forget?” she asked. Hazel felt drunk with emotion. So many years had passed since the encounter, but the sensations remained.

Shirley placed her hand on the small of Hazel’s back. Hazel fell against Shirley’s chest. Hazel wished she had on a skirt so Shirley could take her in public. She hadn’t had a dick inside her in too long. The world was evaporating around her until Hazel caught a mother gasp in her peripherals. To the outside world, they looked like lesbians in a small town. Hazel turned her back to Shirley and focused on the vegetables before a rumor started about the cafe owner.

“Everyone knows me here,” she said. “Don’t make me get a reputation.”

Shirley straightened herself. “You’re right. We’re nothing more than friends shopping together. Let’s grab some wine and get out of here.”

“Yes to that. I need some fresh air.”

They were inches from turning into the wine aisle when a face caught Shirley’s attention. She grabbed Hazel by the arm and tugged. “Look,” she said under her breath.

Hazel’s eyes focused on what Shirley was seeing. It was Rick Johnson, Shirley’s brother. He was alone and had a basket full of essentials his wife must have requested he buy before going home. Hazel knew the wife, Rose, and their kids Penelope and Clark. She knew most of the families in town. She was hoping that other mother who saw her kept her lips sealed but had already picked an excuse to say if anyone asked about it.

“Should I say hello?” asked Shirley. She wanted to walk over and touch her brother. He looked so much older than the last time they had spent time together. The last memory Shirley had of Rick was when they were throwing a football together days before Robert left town.

“That’s your decision, Shirley,” she said. “I’ll pick out a pinot noir for us while you decide. Remember, you’re a stranger until you aren’t.”

Hazel disappeared into the aisle, leaving Shirley at its entrance. She stared at Rick as he dug through the bags of frozen seafood. She freed the handle of her purse she hadn’t realized she was grasping. Hazel was browsing through the wine, taking her time reading the labels. Shirley would regret it forever if she let the moment pass, and she already had enough regrets from this town. Shirley stepped forward, waving at Rick.

He noticed her. Rick glanced over his shoulder and then back at Shirley. “Uh, hello,” he said. Men didn’t take in details like women, Shirley had noticed over the years. Her brother didn’t see the eyes that hadn’t changed.

“Hi,” said Shirley. Her voice was too animated. Rick looked like he was about to drop his groceries and run in the opposite direction. “We haven’t seen each other in years.”

“Sorry, but I’m married,” he said.

“Really, Rick?” asked Shirley in a voice that exposed herself. Rick’s mouth dropped as he looked Shirley up and down.

“Is it you? Robert?” asked Rick. He parted his mouth to speak, but no words came. His mouth was opening and closing like a bubble-gum dispenser. “But you’re a…”

“Female. Yes. It’s part of the reason I left. I had to spread my wings,” she said. “My name is Shirley now.”

Rick placed his basket on top of the bags of frozen fish, which Shirley found repulsive, but what came next was one of the best moments of her life. Rick took two big steps forward and wrapped his arms around Shirley, giving her a bear hug. Neither spoke as they held each other in the store. Rick stepped back and held Shirley’s shoulders. “Where have you been all these years? I always ask mom, but she tells me she hasn’t heard anything about you. You have a niece and a nephew.”

“I heard their names were Penelope and Clark,” she said.

Rick nodded. He couldn’t contain his excitement as he pulled out his phone to show Shirley recent pictures of them. Rick beamed while speaking about them for minutes on end, but his attitude changed after he slid his phone back into his pocket. “Do you know what tomorrow is?”

Shirley nodded. “Grandma’s anniversary.”

“We’re all getting together at mom’s house after church. You should come. Everyone misses you,” he said. “You know we’re a conservative bunch, but if this is the reason you stayed away so long,” Rick said and squeezed his eyes together, shaking his head.

Shirley had confessed the draw of women’s clothing to her brother before she moved away. They were throwing a football, as they often did, and the question that ended their last brotherly conversation was: do you ever crave wearing women’s underwear?

Rick’s face had contorted at the question. He called Robert a ‘faggot’. They hadn’t spoken since.

“I’m sorry for what I said the last time I saw you. I’ve regretted it ever since. If I’m the reason you moved—”

Shirley placed her hand on Rick’s forearm. “Don’t worry, Rick. I was so young. I felt suffocated here. There are many things about the past I wish I could change, and that’s why I’m here now. Thank you for not rejecting me for who I am, Rick,” said Shirley.

“My kids need their aunt. Look, my wife will ask questions if I take too long, but promise you’ll come to mom’s after church in the morning? You can meet Rose, she’s amazing. She’s from Chicago but moved here for a nursing job.”

“I can’t wait to meet her,” said Shirley. Rick nodded and turned to leave, but Shirley stopped him. “Please, don’t tell anyone. I don’t want mom and dad to know until I arrive.”

“You have my word,” he said. “Bye, Shirley.”

Shirley stood there by the frozen seafood, lifted to the clouds. What had once seemed so complicated passed without pain. Hazel appeared behind Shirley a few moments later, placing a hand on her shoulder. “I’m glad your brother was understanding. Ready for dinner?”

Shirley nodded, and they checked out. Shirley followed Hazel to her house.


Chapter Nine

 

Hazel pulled the roasted vegetables and steaks out of the oven. Shirley sat on the counter, dangling her legs over the edge. Hazel plated the food, topping the meat with blue cheese and a red-wine reduction.

“You like blue cheese, right?” asked Hazel, realizing she hadn’t checked at the store.

“I’ll eat whatever you make,” said Shirley.

“Perfect answer.”

They sat at Hazel’s dining-room table. A tea light flickered at the center. Shirley took Hazel’s hand, wondering how so many years had passed since they saw each other. How could Shirley have stayed away from this woman for so long when she was always the person to whom Shirley compared her girlfriends?

Shirley cut into the steak, savoring the simple salt and pepper rub. “This food is incredible,” she said.

“Andrew never appreciated my cooking. He acted like it was my duty as his wife to prepare his food.”

“I’m sure he realizes how good he had it now that he’s with that new tramp.”

“I think she’s a decent cook,” Hazel said with a flat expression. “Honestly, I feel sorry for her because she got caught up in his lies. Her name is Jewel. She’s a nice woman. We used to play volleyball together.”

“Were you her teacher too?” asked Shirley, changing her intonation to tease Hazel.

“Jewel is younger than me, but we played on the same team for adults before I got married. She had a long-time boyfriend, but they broke up around when we got divorced. She and Andrew just sorta found one another. Two lost souls. I’m just waiting for the day when she asks me about his fertility. Last I heard they were trying…”

“…and not succeeding,” Shirley said, finishing her sentence. They laughed. It wasn’t long before they had cleaned their plates. They had bought some dessert at the store. Hazel plated them while Shirley washed the dishes.

Shirley washing the dishes was the single sexiest thing Hazel had seen in over a year. She ignored the growing heat in her center as she placed their pieces of cake on two clean plates. Shirley finished the dishes, and they went to the sofa. Hazel played a movie at an ignorable volume.

“I’m not ready to go to my mom’s house in the morning,” said Shirley while stabbing at her cake with the fork.

“I heard you and Rick talking about the anniversary,” she said. “Are you nervous?”

Shirley shrugged. “Yes. No. Zoe, Rick, and you have been the biggest surprises of my life. I never imagined that you all would accept me with such open, welcoming arms. Do you know how long I have feared returning here? Now I feel silly for staying away for so long. All those holidays, all those—”

“You had your reasons, Shirley. We’re just happy you’re home. You might have left, but your spirit has lingered since the day you moved.”

Shirley set her dish on the table. Hazel did the same. They sat holding hands through several beats of silence. The few people who had known her as Robert in LA had fallen out of her life long ago. The words from her mother’s letter burned every time she read it, but Hazel and the others had made her realize that Hillary’s opinion was only one.

“I stayed away all these years because of my mother. She never accepted my need to become a woman. She didn’t understand that my feelings were something many people had felt before. How could she not understand how hard it was feeling I was born the wrong gender? I don’t want gender-reassignment surgery, but even my dick feels undesirable sometimes.”

Hazel rubbed the back of Shirley’s hand. Watching Shirley wipe tears from her eyes made her weak with emotion. How could a mother reject her child? The spark had never died after all these years. Hazel wanted to comfort Shirley. Cook for her. Rub her back after a hard day.

Shirley didn’t want her weekend to end. Returning to New York seemed like a journey she couldn’t take without Hazel by her side, but Hazel had a business to run here. If she left, she couldn’t help but think she could regret it in six months. Some man could drop into Hazel’s life any day of the week.

“My mother wrote me a letter five years after I moved away. Most people don’t know about my transition. It isn’t a secret, but I don’t shout it from the rooftops. Almost nobody knows my old name from when I was once a man,” she said. “But my mother has followed me since the day I left town.”

“What did the letter say?”

Shirley pulled it from her purse. The envelope had creases from all its years moving around the country. It had traveled more than many people do their entire lives. “I can read it to you,” she said.

“Please,” said Hazel.

Shirley had never shared the words of the letter with anyone, but it felt necessary to unload. Hazel was the person to listen. Shirley cleared her throat, unfolded the letter, and read it to Hazel:

Robert,

I’ve followed your career over the past five years. It has done nothing but disgust me, Robert. Why can’t you be a normal boy? I don’t recognize the woman you’ve become. What you’re doing isn’t right! The lifestyle you have chosen is deplorable. The only thing I commend you on, my son, is sparing us of the shame your choices would bring.

Son, I will always love you, but I love my son. I love Robert. I miss him. Why can’t you just stop the games and come home as Robert? I still put your stocking on the fireplace at Christmas, Robert. I cry when you aren’t here for the holidays. Seeing Rick with his baby girl makes me wish you were here raising a family of your own. I’m missing a part of myself without Robert, but who you’ve become is a disgrace.

Shirley?! I always told your father we should have cut your hair short. We were too soft on you, Robert, and I’m sorry for that. As you know, we’re a family of faith, and I pray that this phase of yours will end so you can come home to us. We all miss Robert.

However, if you plan to stay Shirley Mroz and not Robert Johnson, you can stay where you are.

Love,

Mom

Shirley had read the words so many times, they no longer brought tears to her eyes, but Hazel was balling. Shirley wrapped her under her arm. “It’s okay,” she said.

“How can a mother say those things to her child?”

Shirley had asked herself that question nearly every day since the letter arrived in her mailbox. “We’ll see what she says tomorrow. After finding my brother in the store, her words mean a lot less.”

Hazel nodded, controlling herself. She had to enjoy what little time she had with Shirley since she was leaving Monday morning. “Wanna watch a comedy?”

“Sure,” said Shirley.

 

♦

 

Shirley awoke in a darkened home, Hazel snoring lightly in her arms. The television had turned itself off. She didn’t remember falling asleep but could recall the last scene she saw before her eyes closed. The couple from the movie had been standing on a pier, looking out to the sea, when a bird pooped on the man’s shoulder. Shirley had laughed, but she couldn’t retrieve any memories past that moment.

Using all her strength, Shirley lifted Hazel into her arms. Shirley did all she could to keep her arms thin and feminine. She used the lightest dumbbells at the gym, so Hazel felt heavy in her toned arms.

Shirley made it to Hazel’s room. She was placing Hazel onto the bed when her eyes fluttered open. “What time is it?”

Shirley wasn’t positive. Her phone was still in the living room, and she didn’t check it. “Late, I’m guessing.”

Hazel lifted her hand to the back of Shirley’s neck and pulled her face down to hers. Hazel felt as though she were in a dream, and Shirley was her angel sent to clean the webs from between her legs.

Shirley’s mouth pressed against Hazel’s. The warmth was infectious. Shirley needed more. She climbed to the bed and straddled Hazel as their tongues scraped together. Shirley’s hand grabbed Hazel’s breasts as it had many years ago, pushing it up her chest. Hazel’s hand moved to Shirley’s behind, squeezing her cheek. It was firm from her hours at the gym every week.

“I want you,” whispered Hazel.

They were in a room lit by nothing more than the moonlight spilling in through the window. No sounds but the rustling of the leaves on the land around Hazel’s home. Soon, they would fall from the trees until next year’s bloom.

Shirley undressed Hazel. Hazel removed Shirley’s clothing. Shirley stopped her when she had nothing on but panties, nervous for Hazel’s reaction.

“You’re even more gorgeous than you were before,” she said, tugging at Shirley’s waistline. They were both standing on their knees. Shirley exhaled, allowing Hazel to continue. She didn’t flinch when her hardened dick bounced.

Hazel lowered herself, parting her lips to take Shirley’s extension in her mouth. Shirley buckled, holding herself up with Hazel’s back, as Hazel’s tongue moved along Shirley’s shaft.

Hazel breathed through her nose as she sucked on Shirley’s dick. She reached behind her legs, surprised by how wet Shirley was making her. No man had turned her on this much since… since the night Robert began their passionate affair by whispering into her ear at the supermarket. Shirley moved her hands from Hazel’s back to the sides of her face, pushing her cock deeper into her mouth. She was hitting the back of Hazel’s throat with her thickness. Hazel loved how the veins of Shirley’s cock bulged against her tongue.

“Fuck, Hazel. It’s my turn,” said Shirley. She lifted Hazel’s head, kissing her, before throwing her to her back. On all fours, Shirley played with Hazel’s pussy. She ran her finger in circles around her clit. She flicked it with her tongue.

Hazel moaned. She gripped the sheets, taking in the pleasure Shirley was giving her. It was as though she were melting wax, and Shirley was the flame. Hazel hadn’t had someone lick her pussy in years. She needed less than one hand to count every time, so the sensations were like new, like Shirley was taking her virginity.

“Fuck me, Shirley,” said Hazel. Her hands moved down to Shirley’s breasts, pushing on them as she had done to Hazel. Hazel didn’t mind Shirley’s womanly body. Hazel enjoyed that Shirley had already seen her naked form. Technically, she wasn’t increasing her number with this encounter.

“Do you have any condoms?” Shirley asked in the darkness while sliding two fingers into Hazel’s dripping cave.

“There in the top drawer right when you walk in the closet.”

“Okay,” said Shirley. She stood and walked over to the closet. Hazel couldn’t help but notice Shirley’s hairless body. It delighted her. Hairy bodies were her least favorite thing about men, and Andrew hadn’t been the best groomer.

Shirley stepped in the closet. She found a box that was crumbling at the touch at the back of the top drawer. She returned to the main room. “Are these any good?”

“You should check the expiration date.”

Shirley walked until she could use a sliver of moonlight to read the expiration date. The condoms still had a few months left. Shirley ripped one with her teeth and rolled the latex over her dick. She could see Hazel touching herself, but her body looked like an outline in the darkness.

Shirley climbed back on the bed; her dick was covered, hard, and ready for the warmth of Hazel’s walls. She must be tight since no man has used her pussy in years. Shirley licked her clit a few more times before placing her dick in place.

Hazel’s back arched, anticipating the sensation that always came with a dick entering her. She was wet and waiting. Andrew hadn’t gotten her wet the last several years of their marriage, so her pussy reacting to Shirley was a welcome change. Shirley had unlocked whatever was holding Hazel back. The movies made love look so easy, but Hazel couldn’t trust just anyone in her bedroom. She never wanted Shirley to leave her life again.

Nothing felt more right than when Shirley slid into Hazel, for both of them.

“You feel better now than you did then,” Shirley said as she sunk into Hazel’s opening. Their breasts pressed together as Shirley collapsed against Hazel.

Shirley’s movements were slow, passionate. They kissed. They switched positions. Shirley pulled out and waited when she was close to cumming. Neither wanted the night to end.

Hazel lay at the edge of the bed with her legs resting against Shirley’s body; her feet at Shirley’s shoulders. Shirley rolled a fresh condom over her dick. She rubbed Hazel’s clit as she allowed her dick to rest. “We have to do this tomorrow night, too,” said Hazel. Neither knew the time. They hadn’t checked a clock since coming back from the living room. Neither wanted to stop, but Shirley was wearing out Hazel’s pussy. She wouldn’t be able to take more tomorrow if she continued today. “I want you to cum,” said Hazel.

“That can be arranged,” said Shirley.

Shirley stroked her covered dick with lubrication as Hazel rubbed her clit. They were working themselves to a climax. Shirley leaned forward, pressing her mouth against Hazel’s as she touched herself.

“Now,” she whispered.

Shirley was close. She sunk into Hazel until her pelvis area hit Hazel’s. After a few humps, Shirley was moaning and shooting her load deep inside Hazel. Hazel’s nails dug into Shirley’s back as her body tensed. The last thing Shirley remembered was throwing the soiled condom to the ground and wrapping her arms around Hazel.


Chapter Ten

 

Smells of cinnamon filled the house. French toast was cooking in a skillet when Shirley entered the kitchen. Hazel was busy fixing breakfast for them, wearing nothing more than a silk slip. Shirley had on running shorts and a tank top. She needed water, kissing Hazel on the neck when she reached over her to grab a glass from the cabinet.

“Sit down. It’ll only take a bit longer,” she said.

Shirley took a seat at the table with a perfect view of Hazel’s smooth legs. She flipped the toast. Shirley wanted to wake up with Hazel’s breakfast every Sunday. She wanted her lovemaking every Saturday night. Her life in New York already felt like it had concluded. She couldn’t believe she had a flight home tomorrow morning.

Hazel placed orange juice and two plates of French toast covered with powdered sugar on the table. “Are you trying to make me stay by spoiling me with this delicious food?”

“Maybe,” said Hazel. She covered her toast with syrup. Shirley did the same. Shirley’s hand went under the table and rubbed Hazel’s exposed thigh. “Your French toast will get cold if you don’t eat it.”

“Thank you for last night,” said Shirley.

“Don’t forget about round two tonight,” she said.

“I won’t.”

“Are you ready to see your family?”

Shirley felt less anxious than she had when she first landed in Illinois, but the emotions came and went. She knew they would return when she saw her childhood home. “It’s now or never. I don’t have much of a choice but to crash the memorial.”

“I’m sorry about Lucy,” said Hazel. “Your grandmother was a kid woman.”

Shirley nodded, cutting into her toast for the first time. They ate. After Shirley washed the dishes, they took a shower together. Shirley didn’t miss the opportunity to eat Hazel’s pussy and stroke out a load.

“Fuck, what will I do without those lips?”

“You could come to New York with me,” said Shirley as she ran a towel over Hazel’s wet body.

Silence.

Shirley added nothing to her offer. She didn’t retract it. She dabbed the droplets of water, waiting for Hazel to respond.

“But the cafe.”

“I know you have a life here. It’s just hard to imagine leaving you after last night,” said Shirley.

“It won’t be easy,” said Hazel. She glanced at the time on her phone. “Your family should be heading home from church now.”

Shirley nodded, her stomach swirled as though she were on a rocking boat. Shirley and Hazel dressed in silence. Hazel wore a white sweater dress with black tights. Shirley put on a pair of jeans and a fresh black sweater. She pulled her hair back into a tight bun. No makeup. Her features were feminine and much different from before, so she wanted to choose the most neutral outfit possible. Shirley ran balm over her lips to combat the dry air.

“You’re gorgeous. Your eyes haven’t changed. They can’t deny you. You’re still their child.”

Shirley nodded. “Now or never,” she said.

“I’m a phone call away. I’ll be here waiting for you. Just remember you’re free to walk away no matter what happens.”

“Thank you, Hazel. I’ll call you tonight,” said Shirley. She grabbed her keys and bag from the bedroom. Hazel walked Shirley to the door. They hugged. Kissed. Even if Shirley’s family rejected her, at least she would no longer live in a shadow of doubt. She couldn’t live with herself if she walked away now. Hazel waved as Shirley drove off into the distance.

 

♦

 

Shirley was on her childhood street. She had one chance to reconcile with her past. She could step out of the rental car and reveal herself to her family. Her other option was to start the car and drive away. But her brother had already seen her. He learned her secret. Shirley watched the house from her car. People shuffled behind the window. They were setting up photos of Shirley’s grandmother. They didn’t notice her watching them from across the street.

As much as Shirley wanted to step out of her rental car, walk up the path, and knock on the door; invisible forces were stopping her. The words from her mother’s letter hurt less, but what if her father felt the same way? Had her brother shared her secret? Nobody looked like they were waiting for her arrival. Rick walked past the window holding his youngest, Clark. He was smiling and chatting as though it were any other day. Rick had always been a master of compartmentalizing his emotions.

Shirley saw his wife for the first time, Rose. She was stunning. She had strawberry-blonde hair that hung over one shoulder. Rose wore a blouse with a cardigan topping it. Shirley wasn’t positive, but it looked like she had pearls around her neck. Shirley couldn’t help but picture what their lovemaking would look like. How did that conservative-looking woman perform? Was she an undercover freak? Many of them were.

Then Shirley’s father, Nicholas, walked into the frame of the window. He had a picture of Shirley’s grandmother in his hand. Lucy was Hillary’s mom, but she had always treated Nicholas like a son.

Shirley hadn’t realized she was searching for her mother, the woman with nothing but repulsion for her daughter. Her son. Shirley may have had a penis, but she was a woman. Not every transgender woman had surgery, and she was one that would never take that step. Her Adam’s apple had been shaved. Her breasts felt real. Shirley woke up in the mornings a woman. She used the terms ‘she’ and ‘her’ for herself. Would her family accept these truths?

Without thinking, Shirley opened the door to her rental car. She stepped outside. The sun shine was warm today. Not hot. The leaves were changing colors at a rapid pace, like brush strokes on a canvas.

Shirley walked up the path. She rose her fist to the door. Her knock sent an echo through the house. The voices stopped. “Who is it?” her father’s voice called.

“Dad, let me get it,” said Rick’s voice. He opened the door a moment later. “You made it,” he whispered. His smile held nothing but affection for his sibling.

Shirley’s lips turned up as she nodded. Rose was giving her a death glare. Her father looked confused, but they would soon learn the truth. Having Rick on her side was all she needed to step through that entry and into a life where she no longer held secrets.


Chapter Eleven

 

Shirley stepped inside her childhood home. Much hadn’t changed. She couldn’t take in the surroundings as everyone was staring at her like a mutant. The yellowish-white tint of the house remained the same.

“Who is that?” asked Rose, her voice sharp like the hiss of a snake.

Rick still had his arm around Shirley. He lifted it and went back to his wife. Rick motioned his hand for Shirley to tell everyone, but she couldn’t find the courage to speak. She was doing her best not to vomit on the floor.

“Dad, look at her eyes,” said Rick.

Nicholas stepped forward. Shirley had cast her eyes to the carpet, but she lifted her head so her father could see. They connected for the first time in a decade. Shirley fell into his arms. He didn’t reject her. His arms tightened around her, much like Rick’s had at the supermarket.

“You came home,” her father whispered into her ear.

Shirley didn’t want to cry, but ugly tears came from her ducts. Nicholas didn’t flinch as she held him. He didn’t push her away as she had feared. Shirley wasn’t sure how long had passed when she pulled away. She wiped her eyes and took deep breaths. Her father took a step back, smiling. Shirley looked past him for the first time and saw the table of Lucy’s photos. She wanted to go over and touch them, but the terrified-looking children stopped her.

Penelope was holding Rose’s hand. Clark had his arms wrapped around Rick’s thick thigh. “I’m sorry for crying like that. I know how scary it can be to see adults cry.”

Penelope nodded. Clark buried his face in Rick’s denim jeans. “Who are you?” asked Penelope.

Shirley lifted her eyes to Rick’s. Rick cleared his throat and spoke to his children. “Well, kids, this is your Aunt Shirley.”

“Rick!” Rose said with wide eyes and a disgusted face.

“What? She’s family,” he said.

The kids looked up to their parents with worried faces. Shirley didn’t want Rose and Rick to fight on her behalf. “Please, not with them here. Shirley extended her hand to Rose for a handshake.

Rose looked like she was picking up a soiled, overflowing diaper when she put out her hand. “Yes.”

“This is hard for me too,” said Shirley.

Everyone watched the women speak. Rose’s face crumbled as she realized the gravity of not seeing family for ten years. Her kids were related to Shirley, and Rose had to honor that. She didn’t have to agree with Shirley’s life, but her kids would see a multitude of things in the world with which Rose didn’t agree. “I’m sorry for reacting like that, Shirley. Please forgive me.”

“All is forgotten. Would you introduce me to my niece and nephew?”

Rose rubbed the top of Penelope’s hair. She and Shirley shook hands, which felt oddly formal but also right. Shirley hoped they would hug before she left. Clark slapped Shirley’s hand, still looking uncertain of the woman who had caused his parents to fight.

Shirley’s dad patted her on the shoulder. “Never leave us like that again,” he said. Shirley wanted to rip the letter from her purse and show everyone why she had stayed gone for so long, but there were also the five years before the letter. What had stopped her from returning home then? Would she have stayed away these ten years even if Hillary hadn’t sent the letter? Eight years? Shirley had to accept some blame for her absence. Her mother couldn’t control every aspect of her life. There was more to the world than Hillary Johnson, and after today, Shirley would never forget that fact again.

“Where’s mom?”

“She got held up at the church. They’re planning everything for the holidays coming up. She is picking up fried chicken and sides from the supermarket on the way home.”

“Aunt Shirley,” said Penelope. She tapped her on the leg, and Shirley could have burst into tears all over again. She had been dreaming of the day her niece or nephew would call her ‘aunt’. Rose glanced at her daughter with a raised eyebrow.

“Yes?”

“Were you Uncle Robert? You two have the same color eyes,” she said, pointing at a photo of a young Robert on the buffet. There were photos of everyone in the family from over the years. Very little had changed in her childhood home since she left ten years ago.

Shirley couldn’t lie to the young lady. “Well, yes. I was born in the wrong body. I’m Shirley now.”

Nicholas cleared his throat, but nobody spoke as Penelope considered what Shirley told her. “I saw somebody on TV like you once.”

“Yes, there are many people who feel they were born in the wrong body, so I’m grateful not to be alone in the world.”

Penelope nodded but didn’t add more to the conversation. She turned to her mother after a moment, “mom, can me and Clark play in the basement?”

Rose nodded, and Penelope disappeared downstairs with her younger brother. “That went well,” said Rose.

Shirley walked past them to the photos of her grandmother on the dining-room table. She ran her fingers along the glass of one frame. Lucy looked much older than Shirley remembered. She had missed so much. Shirley had a career, but she had missed the last years of her favorite person in the world.

Shirley sat at the table, staring at each photo. In many of the images, Lucy looked like the grandmother she remembered, but the changes before her end pained Shirley’s heart.

“I missed so much,” said Shirley.

“You’re here now,” her father said. He placed his hands on the back of the chair. “Your mother will be so happy to see you. We always talk about you.”

Shirley shook her head. She couldn’t think of Hillary. “You talk about who I was,” she said.

“You’ve always been different… Shirley. I accept you for who you are.”

“Mom doesn’t.”

“What are you talking about? We had no idea about this until today. Lucky I’m not older, or I might have gone into cardiac arrest. I think my heart is still beating too fast.”

Shirley chuckled. Her mother had kept Shirley’s transition to herself. “It’s not all mom’s fault, but she has kept the truth from you all this time. Mom knew when I transitioned. She knew when I moved from LA to New York. She has followed my life and kept minimal contact.” There was the occasional email expressing Hillary’s disappointment in Shirley’s continued existence that went straight to the archives.

“You live in New York?” her father asked. “How did she know?”

“Dad, please sit. We need to talk.” Everyone sat at the table around Shirley, and she told them all about her transition and modeling career on the coasts.


Chapter Twelve

 

Hillary turned a key in the ignition after leaving from her meeting at the church. She glanced at the time. She was running late for her mother’s memorial, but the image of Shirley was haunting her mind. The secrets she had kept from her husband tore at her soul. How could she explain she knew where their Robert had gone after Nicholas had asked her countless time if she had heard anything? Nicholas was soft. He would put his child before his core values, and Hillary couldn’t risk that.

All day yesterday, she had been waiting for a knock to come at the door. When Shirley had pulled up to their house and their eyes met, Hillary shook her head to send the signal: you’re not welcome here.

Hillary hoped Shirley would take the message and leave Hillary’s lies unturned. Hillary regretted writing the letter. Not because of what it said, but because of the written evidence. She had said those things in a phone call. Shirley had proof of her hate. Without the letter, she would have leverage against Shirley. Word against word. Mother against daughter who was once her son.

As she was driving to the supermarket her phone rang. It was Angela, her lesbian sister. The woman who popped up every anniversary of their mother’s death. Hillary ignored the call, but Angela dialed her back without hesitation. Hillary answered the second time.

“What? What do you want, Angela? Stay out of my life!”

Her sister said words Hillary didn’t want to hear.

“I’ve told you, I don’t care. You’re an abomination. You aren’t my family. Whoever you have made a life with, that’s fine, Angela. You don’t have to drag me into your brood of misfits,” she said.

“You will burn for an eternity if you turn us away,” Angela said before hanging up the phone. Hillary screamed and threw her cell phone against the passenger’s seat. It bounced before landing face up. If she craned her head, she would see her reflection. Hillary didn’t want to know what she looked like right now. Why couldn’t people respect her beliefs? Why couldn’t they understand her faith meant more than family? If Angela and Shirley wanted a place in her life, they would change themselves as she requested.

Hillary turned into the parking lot of the grocery store. She grabbed her purse and phone. It vibrated in her hand. Nicolas was calling. She answered.

“I’m at the store picking up chicken now. We ran behind in our meeting.”

“Hillary! It’s okay,” whispered Nicholas.

“Why are you whispering?”

Nicholas sounded too excited. There was an upbeat rhythm to his voice Angela hadn’t heard in years. He would mope around about his lost child at least twice a month. Had Shirley made an appearance? Was Nicholas blind enough to his values to accept her in his life?

“She didn’t want me to call you, but—”

“Who didn’t want you to call me?” asked Hillary. Her world paused. The people moving from their cars to the store’s entrance looked like ants before an earthquake.

“Shirley! Our child. She isn’t Robert, but I’ve never been so happy to—.”

Hillary killed the call before Nicholas could finish. Hillary left her phone in the car, grabbed her purse, and walked through the blur of bodies to pick up the lunch she had ordered from the deli. How could Nicholas be happy about Shirley? Would he ever forgive her? Hillary ignored the growing panic in the pit of her stomach as she went through the motions she did every Sunday.


Chapter Thirteen

 

Shirley, her father, her brother, and Rose sat around the dining-room table. Shirley’s transition had faded into history. Rose was telling them a story about a fight Penelope and Clark had at the swimming pool over the summer. Shirley clung to every word like honey on wood. Missing more of their lives wasn’t an option Shirley would consider. Even if she lived in New York, she would make an effort to send them cards.

Rose stopped speaking and shared a moment of eye contact with Rick. The love between them shined. Shirley shared a story about baking cookies with Grandma Lucy one Christmas. Shirley had dropped an entire bowl of batter on the floor. She cried endless tears, but Lucy scooped up the batter and told her the oven would kill any germs.

“Your grandmother always saw the positive side of a situation,” her father said. “I’m sorry you weren’t here for the end.”

Nicholas was rubbing the back of Shirley’s hand when Rick spoke. “You were always her favorite.”

“She talked about you a lot. Robert this, Robert that,” said Rose.

Shirley smiled. It was bizarre yet comforting sitting in a room filled with photos from her old life. These people, minus Rose, had known her forever. She came from them. Shirley rested her hand atop her father’s. It was the most pleasant she had felt in years, not including last night when Hazel was asleep in her arms.

All the fame, the money; none of Shirley’s success could replace the upbringing that sent her out into the world. She had sworn her family off for so long. Shirley had believed the lie until the nightmares began. She hoped the mental unrest was in her past. Had she made peace with her demons?

Everyone turned when the front door flew open. It was Hillary. She stormed over to Shirley, jabbing her finger in the air. “How dare you enter our home! How dare you enter our home!” Hillary’s finger stabbed Shirley’s chest. Nobody spoke as Hillary screamed the same words on repeat. Rose jumped up from the table and took her children outside when they appeared at the top of the steps, peering through the cracked door to see what madness was happening.

Nicholas rose from his chair and wrapped his arms around his wife’s shoulders. “Honey, Shirley is our daughter. We have to accept her in our home.”

“Shirley is a disgrace. I want my Robert. What did you do with him? You disgusting, vile creature!” screamed Hillary. She was spitting through clenched teeth. Nicholas dropped his arms from around her and stood closer to Shirley.

Rick rubbed his hands on the top of his head, observing the scene and shrinking further into the corner with each passing second. He couldn’t believe the words leaving his mother’s mouth. How could she speak so positively of Robert but hate Shirley so much? They were the same person. How could she not understand that Robert didn’t choose the need to live life as Shirley?

“Mom, stop yelling!” hollered Rick. “Please.”

Nicholas was whispering into Hillary’s ear without avail.

“I can share the letter with them, Hillary,” said Shirley. Those were the words that made Hillary stop. She sat at the table. The room fell to silence.

The smell of fried chicken overwhelmed Shirley’s senses. She hadn’t eaten fried chicken in years, and the last time she had, it was the fancy, five-star kind. Not the extra-breaded recipe they sold at the local supermarket. The tradition of supermarket food on Sundays began when Shirley was a child and continued to present. The smell brought back memories of afternoons with Rick after church. Those days had seemed so long, an entire lifetime from sunrise to sunset.

“Do what you wish, Robert.”

“Honey, please call her Shirley,” said Nicholas. Hillary gave him the deadliest look Shirley had ever seen one human give another. Nicholas put up his hands in defeat, sitting at the table. Rick took the chair closest to his father.

“It’s okay, dad. Mom, you can call me Robert. I hope one day you’ll call me by name, but I understand this is difficult.”

Hillary snorted. Shirley met her father’s eyes. She had never seen him look so disgusted. Rick was terrified. Wide eyes. Disbelief.

“I don’t want to read them the letter, mom, but I will.”

Shirley wanted nothing more than to pull the letter from her purse and read it to her family. Show them the evil that lie within Hillary, but she had done that herself. Nicholas and Rick would never look at her the same again.

“Robert, why did you do this to yourself? You were such a handsome young man,” she said. Hillary hadn’t moved her eyes up from the tablecloth since Rick yelled. She was asking the question to Robert, and Shirley understood she was extending the only olive branch she had.

“Mom, this is who I was born to become. I never felt right growing up as Robert. I’ve felt like a woman my entire life. This is hard for others to understand, I get it, but it’s the truth, mom. Do you know how badly I wanted to ignore my feelings? Don’t you know how much I wanted to make you proud? Make you happy?” asked Shirley. She put her hand on the table, extending it toward her mother. The hand wasn’t Robert’s; it was Shirley’s, but it was still the hand of Hillary’s child.

“You know what you could do to make this right, if you want to make me happy,” said Hillary. Her voice had grown weak.

Shirley could only say one thing, “you know you can’t have what you want most, mom, but you can have me, your child. I came here for you, mom. My family. I’m lost without you all in my life,” she said.

Hillary stood and left the room without a word. Nicholas went to chase after her, but Shirley stopped him. “She’ll come back. Give her a minute, dad.”

Nicholas sat at the table, rubbing his hands together. “I’m so sorry she said those things to you, Shirley.”

“It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not,” Rick countered. “What does the letter say? When did she send it to you?”

Shirley shrugged. The letter seemed unimportant after what transpired. Even though there had been yelling, pressure was evaporating from Shirley’s being. She had confronted her nightmare. Nothing in the world had seemed as frightening as sharing a space with Hillary. “Don’t worry about the letter, guys. It said nothing you didn’t just hear.”

“Your mother is a woman of conviction,” said Nicholas. “Her heart is in the right place, but the rules should change for you. You’re our child. You’re family.”

Shirley almost argued that they should accept all people, no matter if they were family or not, but it wasn’t the day. A knock at the door interrupted Rick as he stated his disbelief. “Your mother will come around, son. We all make mistakes,” said Nicholas. He stood to open the door.

A woman Shirley had never seen was standing on the other side. She looked a lot like Hillary but thinner. She stood in silence, but Nicholas recognized her after a few beats.

“Angela, what are you doing here?”

 

♦

 

The woman named Angela stepped inside, adding to the dense strangeness of the day. Rick and Shirley exchanged glances as Angela looked over the photos of Grandma Lucy.

“It was so hard to see her after I got married. Hillary sheltered her from me,” said Angela. “Do you know how hard it is for a person not to see her family?”

Hillary had gone to her bedroom, but Shirley wondered if she could hear their conversation. Rose was outside with the children. The smell of fried chicken and mashed potatoes had blended into the background. The sounds of pipes creaking in the walls echoed in the wordless moments.

“Who are you?” asked Angela.

“That’s Shirley,” Nicholas said with a beaming smile.

“I’ve followed everyone on social media, from a distance. Your children are gorgeous, Rick. What happened to Robert?”

Nicholas and Rick gestured to Shirley. Shirley raised her hand barely above her chest. Angela squealed. “Shirley! It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m sorry I had to stay so far away, but Hillary never let me close to you all.”

“Who are you?” asked Shirley.

“Your Aunt, dear. I’m Hillary’s sister.”

“I never knew she had a sister,” said Rick. Shirley couldn’t believe the mountain of deceit her mother maintained. It must have taken a massive mental toll.

Hillary came from around the corner and leaned against the kitchen counter. She had puffy eyes, red from wherever she had gone. “Look at the freaks in my life, all spending time together like they aren’t—”

“Hillary, please. I love you, but you have to stop,” said Nicholas. “This is our family, and we won’t reject them. I’ve wondered what happened to Angela over the years. I’m guessing she didn’t run off to Denver?”

Angela shook her head. “Nope, we live down the way in Springfield.”

“Wow, less than two hours from here! Hillary, this ends today. Our family will not live like this again. For years, I thought Shirley had abandoned us when you pushed her away. She is my child. She is my daughter, Hillary,” said Nicholas. He inhaled sharply. “Take the day to get over the fact—”

“Don’t tell me what to do, Nick! Who do you think you are?”

“Your husband. Shirley’s father. Shirley will be here for Thanksgiving and Christmas. If she wants to visit us, we will let her. You can’t push away your family,” he said.

Hillary opened her mouth, but Angela spoke first. “All I want is my sister. Don’t you remember how close we were?”

“Yeah, before you lusted after women. Man is meant to love woman, and everything else is blasphemous.”

“Hillary,” Nicholas said softly. “We’re going to lunch, and I hope you can change your attitude. We all understand your beliefs, but you’re being unreasonable.”

“Mom, please,” Rick said. He had been crying and nobody realized. “I could never imagine saying the things you said to Shirley to Penelope or Clark. How can you treat your child like that? Shirley, I’m so sorry for anything offense I ever said.”

“It’s okay, Rick,” said Shirley.

“Rick, grab Rose and the kids. Meet us at the pizza place. Hillary, I’ll be home later. We can talk then, but things are going to change,” said Nicholas.

Hillary dropped her shoulders and disappeared from the room without a word. Angela wrapped her arm around Shirley and pulled her close, “however much negativity came into your life today, there’s something to smile about, Shirley.”

“What’s that?” she asked. Angela was a stranger to Shirley, but she had a feeling that would change quickly.

“You gained an aunt today, and I’ll never leave your life. Hope you like me because we’re stuck together.”

Shirley smiled. They each drove to the restaurant in separate cars. It was blissful to spend time with her family. Shirley wished her mother had been there, but her father’s acceptance more than made up for the pain. It was so easy to focus on the negative, but Shirley had six positive, beaming faces to outcast the dark cloud.

Hillary ate fried chicken alone that night, peeling the skin from the meat as she flipped through channels in the recliner. Hillary hated her situation. She had prayed countless nights for Shirley to change her mind and return to a life as Robert, but it never happened. Hillary stared at the clock, knowing that she would have to answer tough questions when Nicholas walked through the door.

Shirley hugged everyone after dinner. Rick and Zoe took home the leftover pizza, and Shirley promised to come back for either Thanksgiving or Christmas. She would make both if her schedule allowed. Watching her niece and nephew leave was difficult, but at least she knew she would see them again. They were no longer figments of her imagination but real, living beings. Shirley would send them several postcards from the city.

Angela left at the same time as Rick and Zoe, but Shirley lingered with her father in the parking lot. He said apology after apology, but Shirley had all she needed.

“It’s okay, dad. We have the future. Can you just do one thing for me?”

“What’s that?”

“Do you have all those photos of grandma on your computer?”

“Yeah. I have some of my mom and dad too. Tons of family pictures on that old thing,” he said.

Shirley pulled a paper and pen from her purse, scribbling her email address onto the page. “Would you please send them to me when you can? So I can frame some for my apartment?”

Nicholas nodded. “I’ll miss you, Shirley.”

“You’ll see me soon,” she said and hugged her father once more before leaving for her cabin. She had to pack and ready herself for the flight in the morning before she went to Hazel’s for the night. Shirley would make it quick so she had as much time as she could with her woman.


Chapter Fourteen

 

Shirley had her suitcase in the trunk as she drove across town to Hazel’s. She had deposited the keys to the cabin in the drop box attached to the office. There was no reason she would return to the cabin before leaving for Chicago in the morning. She wanted every moment she could with Hazel.

Shirley knocked on the door, and Hazel greeted her with a loving smile. The house smelled of baked goods—Shirley couldn’t quite place the smell—and wintry candles. “You made it. I was getting worried they had buried your body in the woods.”

Shirley followed Hazel inside. She had arranged tea lights all around the dining-room table in clear holders. There were two place settings, two untouched wine glasses, and a stainless-steel coaster. “Take a seat. The timer is about to beep for dessert.”

In all her adult years, Shirley had never felt so welcome in another’s home. She felt everyone close to her had an ulterior motive for befriending her. Hazel had nothing but the goodness in her heart. Shirley sat at the table, asking if she could help with anything, but Hazel refused her offer.

“I can handle myself. Tell me about the day with your family. What happened? Will you ever return to the Johnson house?”

Shirley ran her hands together, reliving the day in her head. It had been one of her longest in some time. Everything was a routine in New York. Each season had its big events. The weekend often offered the same abyss of meaningless alone time. Shirley could date or hookup, but those activities got old after years on the market.

Hazel listened as Shirley told her how her father had accepted her with open arms. She nodded as Shirley explained her mother’s erratic behavior. She mentioned the meal, and Hazel frowned.

“Don’t tell me you aren’t hungry,” she said as she was heating a meal for them. The timer went off, and Hazel pulled brownies out of the oven, placing them on the stainless-steel coaster.

“I’ll make room for whatever you cooked,” said Shirley.

Hazel smirked. “Do me a favor, Shir. Grab the bottle of chardonnay from the fridge and pour us a couple glasses,” she said.

Shirley did, and when she returned to the table, Hazel had placed two salads with a vinaigrette coating on the table. Hazel had pasta shells with sausage and broccoli plated moments later. She sat across from Shirley and asked, “how were your niece and nephew?”

“The most precious gifts in the world. I can’t believe they’ve been out of my life for this long,” she said.

“They are always well-behaved at the cafe. Rose is almost too-perfect, though. I wonder what secrets she has hidden away beneath those pearls and cardigans,” said Hazel. “Andrew always used to talk about how beautiful she was when she first moved to town.”

Most people knew everyone else in May’s Landing. They saw each other at the supermarket, in the park, or by the lakes. Even if they didn’t know the person’s information, they knew their face. A woman like Rose must have caused a storm of gossip when she moved to town and married Rick. Shirley was disappointed she had missed the drama. Communities just weren’t the same in big cities. Not that they couldn’t be loving, but Shirley couldn’t name half the people who lived on her building’s floor.

“I can’t wait to watch Penelope and Clark grow up,” she said.

“You’re a lucky woman,” said Hazel. There was a hint of pain in Hazel’s expression, but it disappeared the moment she lifted her fork. “Let’s eat.”

They ate. Hazel’s cooking amazed Shirley. The food at those overpriced, critic-adored restaurants couldn’t hold a flame to Hazel’s homey dish. If this visit had done anything, it showed Shirley that there were more comforts to life than earning fortune and fame. She had her father, her brother, her niece and nephew, a new sister-in-law, an aunt she didn’t know existed, and most importantly—she had a new lover in her life.

Shirley had to leave in the morning. She figured time would stand still if she ignored that fact. “Your food is amazing. You should sell more intricate dishes at the cafe,” said Shirley.

“We’ve thought about it. I’m thinking about opening up a restaurant halfway between town and the interstate. I just don’t want to take too much risk,” she said.

“People in the town love you. You have customers here,” said Shirley.

“Perhaps,” said Hazel. “There’s one building in town that could hold both, but the owner doesn’t want to sell. You know that old lumber yard on the edge of town?”

Shirley nodded, and Hazel explained how it would be the perfect location to have a cafe on one half and the restaurant on the other half. Shirley hoped Hazel could realize her dreams down the road.

“Are you ready to return to the city?” asked Hazel as they moved on from the main dish to dessert.

“I don’t know. Part of me says yes, but the other half says no.”

“You’d get bored with this little town in two weeks,” said Hazel.

Shirley couldn’t contest Hazel’s comment. She didn’t know how long it would take until Mays Landing drove her mad as it had once before. A week? A month? Two years? Never? Shirley reached out her hand and held Hazel’s, “I’m not gone yet,” she said.

Hazel moved her hand and stood. “Want ice cream with your brownie?”

“Please,” she said. They ate dessert, drank more wine, and cuddled on the couch until Hazel’s clock struck midnight. Shirley needed sleep, but she wanted something else first. She took Hazel’s hand and stood, “Hazel, I don’t know what tomorrow holds, but will you spend tonight with me?”

Hazel looked into Shirley’s golden eyes. She had been waiting all night for this moment. As much as she would miss Shirley when she was gone, she wanted her now. Hazel followed Shirley to the bedroom, and they kept a lamp on for tonight’s love making. They wanted to watch one another as they worked toward a blissful state of relaxation.

 

♦

 

Shirley’s hardness pressed into Hazel’s back as they awoke to the alarm on Shirley’s phone. Her flight wasn’t until the evening, but she had to drive to Chicago. They thought of separating had the women making love for the fourth time since Shirley had arrived last night. Hazel wrapped her arms around Shirley’s neck as Shirley sank into her openness, her warmth. Shirley never wanted to wake up another day without Hazel by her side.

After Shirley and Hazel came, Shirley threw the soiled condom to the floor and held Hazel. She would have to leave soon if she wanted to return her rental car and make it to the airport with enough time, but Hazel smelled too delicious.

“Come with me,” Shirley said while the mist of their lovemaking lingered in the air.

Hazel squeezed her face, making a painful expression.

“I’ll buy your ticket. Don’t worry about the money,” said Shirley. “All I want is you. Your time is priceless.”

Hazel’s expression softened. “You know I would love to come, but I can’t leave the cafe.”

“Come for a few days. I don’t want to go home alone,” Shirley said and held Hazel’s hand against her breast. Hazel turned her body to face Shirley. She wanted to take off and leave Mays Landing for the week, but Hazel wasn’t the type to act spontaneously.

Shirley ran her finger through Hazel’s hair as they lay in silence. Shirley didn’t care whatever Beth, her agent, had lined up for her. All she cared about was knowing when she would see Hazel again. When she could hold her. When she could slide into the softness between her legs. Shirley had already been thinking about how she could pay for a half a year of living in Mays Landing for what she spent in the city in a month.

“I don’t have much time,” said Shirley. She rolled over, grabbed her cell phone, and looked up the seat legend for her flight. “There are still seats on my flight. Come with me, and I’ll make it the best time of your life. Even if you stay two days, that’s worth it.”

Hazel checked her phone. The cafe opened in an hour. She had the staff to run her business if she were to step away for two days, but was what she had with Shirley too good to last? How realistic was it to start a long-distance love affair?

“Even if I come a few days, how will we ever make this work?”

Shirley stared at the ceiling while lying on her back. “I know it won’t be easy, but I haven’t felt this way about someone since you stole my innocence,” said Shirley.

Hazel nudged her shoulder. “You were hardly innocent at eighteen going on nineteen,” she said.

“Point taken, but we won’t have this chance again. I want you, even if it is hard. We can make this work, Hazel,” said Shirley.

Hazel wanted to argue with her, but her heart was telling her to pack a bag and join Shirley on a trip to the city. She had never been to New York. She went to Chicago sometimes. Indianapolis wasn’t far, but her life was in Mays Landing.

“Ask yourself if you would regret not coming in a year,” said Shirley.

Hazel knew the answer to that question, so she threw the cover from her body and rushed to ready herself for a flight to the east coast. She called her head manager from the shower, telling her she wouldn’t make it to the cafe for a few days. Shirley prepared breakfast wraps for the road and cleaned the common areas from last night while Hazel did what she needed. They were out the door within a half hour.

Hazel drove the rental car, and Shirley bought her ticket as they traveled. Her father had emailed the photos he promised while she was on the airline’s website, which caused her to start over, but she would cherish the images forever. “You’re going to love the city,” said Shirley.

“I’m happy we will have more time together, but mega cities don’t appeal to me. I couldn’t imagine sharing a building with hundreds of others.”

“Sometimes I don’t mind it, but there are days I miss the openness of the country,” Shirley admitted. “I’ll arrange a private driver to bring you home for when you return.”

“No reason to refuse that,” said Hazel. She placed her hand atop Shirley’s on the middle console. The leaves had deepened, changing to brighter colors than a few days before. Shirley hoped the city looked as beautiful.


Chapter Fifteen

 

Two days passed like thirty seconds as Shirley ran Hazel around New York to different museums, parks, restaurants, the ferry to Staten Island, the Statue of Liberty, the Empire State Building, and different nooks of the city that came to Shirley as they went from place to place with a hired driver. Hazel was exhausted from all the running around, but coming to the city with Shirley had been the right decision.

It was the morning of their last full day together. Hazel had a flight tomorrow afternoon, but that was over twenty-four hours from now. Hazel stretched her arms, checked her phone, and rolled around in Shirley’s bed. Nothing bad had happened at the cafe. No emergency calls.

Smells of coffee and potatoes pan frying in rosemary filled the apartment. They had fallen asleep from exhaustion both nights—only making time for a quick session the first morning, which was both sweet and disappointing. Hazel needed Shirley’s dick before she left the next day. Thanksgiving was still weeks away, and Christmas even farther.

Hazel wore cotton panties and a t-shirt as she went to find Shirley. Shirley had already changed into a ruby wrap dress, black heels, and had a light layer of foundation smoothing the lines of her face. “Wow, way to make me feel unmotivated.”

“Don’t worry, I had to get up early. I have an appointment with my agent. We’re grabbing coffee a few blocks from here in an hour. Would you like fried potatoes and a fruit parfait?” asked Shirley. She gestured to the meals she was preparing for them.

“That sounds splendid. I wouldn’t mind a coffee,” she said.

Shirley took a mug from her cabinet and poured Hazel a coffee. Neither took cream nor sugar. Shirley had the yogurt, fruit, and potatoes on the table a few minutes later. “I’m sorry I have to leave you today, but we’ll be together by lunch,” she said.

“Do what you need, Shirley. Your apartment is perfect for relaxation. I’m surprised you have this much space,” she said.

“It comes at a steep cost, trust me. Some days I’m not sure what I’m doing here when there are much cheaper options in the country.”

“Not everywhere has all that New York offers. I’ve had the best time over the past couple days seeing everything. Are we eating somewhere new for lunch?”

“There are too many options here not to try somewhere different,” said Shirley. Hazel asked questions about the city and different neighborhoods as they ate their breakfast.

Shirley kissed Hazel before leaving for her meeting. Hazel took the alone time to enjoy coffee from Shirley’s balcony, do thirty minutes of yoga, and take a shower.

 

♦

 

Shirley walked into the cafe where she was due to meet Beth, her talent agent. Shirley modeled, acted, and did whatever else Beth found for her. Beth hadn’t arrived, so Shirley ordered a cappuccino for herself and a menu for Beth. They could share something sweet. Shirley was tired of denying herself decadent treats. Shirley could make money by means beyond her appearance, and it wouldn’t take long for the industry to age her. Few women stayed relevant after their twenties, and plenty went on to business ventures. Maybe it was time for Shirley to launch her second act.

Shirley was sipping her cappuccino when Beth arrived, rushing over to the table as her bag slid down her arm. “So sorry I’m late.”

Beth wasn’t more than five minutes late, but that was an hour to some in the city. Shirley waved her hand in the air. She wanted to get back to Hazel, but what was five minutes? Some people could spend an hour feeling angry over five minutes of tardiness.

“How was your weekend in the country? Happy to be back in the city?” asked Beth. She waved her hand in the air for the waiter to come over. The young man appeared before Shirley could reply. Beth ordered an americano. Shirley added a slice of carrot cake to the order. Beth raised her eyebrow at Shirley when the man went off to grab their order. “Carrot cake?”

“My trip made me realize how trivial life is here. You’re an amazing woman, Beth, but don’t you get tired of chasing the next dollar? Don’t you get tired of paying astronomical real estate prices? I’ve been thinking about my future, and I don’t see myself in the city.”

“What are you saying?” asked Beth. Her voice was measured, but Shirley could see the shock in her forced expression.

“I’m reducing my work schedule and plan on selling my apartment,” said Shirley. She had drafted an email for her real estate agent but wanted to talk to Beth before she started the process of selling her condo. She planned on listing it below market value so the place sold quicker. Shirley wanted to release herself of all the strings she had in New York, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t work. “I only want to work during the fall and winter months. November through April or so, and if any designers want me as their client, then they should pay my hotel and airfare. Doesn’t that sound fair?”

“Where will you live? The suburbs?”

“Mays Landing. My hometown,” said Shirley. “We can negotiate my work schedule. That was only an idea, but we need to transition to more acting than modeling. I’m here for you, Beth, but only for jobs that are worth the effort. No more weekend specials,” she said.

Beth grabbed the fork from Shirley’s hand and took a bite of the carrot cake. “You’re in charge of your life, Shir. I can’t tell you no, but I’ll miss the money from those weekend specials.”

“Modeling can pay well, but I know you can find me some major movie roles. Those will make you more money, Beth. This is something to celebrate. We’re moving to a new phase in our lives,” said Shirley. She held her mug in the air for Beth to click hers. Beth sighed and said ‘cheers’. Maybe they would make less money for a couple years, but Shirley was confident Beth would find her something lucrative down the road.

“Beth, I love you for everything you’ve done.”

She reached out her hand and patted Shirley’s arm. “I love you too, Shir. You’re an amazing client, and I’ll miss having you in the city.”

“You can come visit me in Illinois whenever you like,” she said.

Beth snorted. “You and I both know I won’t go anywhere in Illinois outside Chicago.” Beth threw back the rest of her americano, took another bite of the carrot cake, and stood. She threw her bag up her shoulder and bent down to kiss Shirley on the cheek. “I have to run, but there’s something different about you, Shir. You’re moving for love, aren’t you?”

Shirley grinned as an answer. How could she explain to Beth how she fell in love with the same woman twice, a decade apart in time? Shirley didn’t care that Hazel was fourteen years older than her because she felt nothing but love in her heart.

“I hope you don’t regret your decision,” Beth said as she turned for the door.

“You’ll see, Beth. Everything will work out fine,” she said.

Beth waved without looking back and vanished into the crowd. Always in a rush that woman. Shirley sank back into her chair. She still had a few bites of the carrot cake left and would finish it before heading back to Hazel.

Shirley: My agent just left. You want anything from the cafe?

Shirley opened the email she had drafted for her real estate agent. She reviewed the email, editing a few sentences, and hit send. She wanted a fast closing, so she could fly back to Mays Landing and forget she ever lived in a place where rats live with humans as though they were equals. Her agent replied within minutes that she would draft a listing and get back to Shirley in a couple hours.

Hazel: The only thing I want in that cafe is you.

Shirley read the message over several times before replying that she would be home in half an hour. They could go to lunch from there. Shirley savored the last bites of carrot cake as she read an article about selling apartments in the city. Her home had increased in value by fifteen percent since she bought it, so she wasn’t worried about losing money when she was missing out on time with Hazel and her family.

 

♦

 

Shirley was walking home when her phone rang. She thought it was Hazel telling her to hurry, but her mother’s name was on the screen. Hillary never called Shirley, even though they had both had the same numbers for years. Shirley considered ignoring the call but remembered there was a pocket park with a bench around the corner.

“Hold on. I need to get to a quiet place,” Shirley said when she answered the phone.

Her mother sounded normal, almost relaxed. There wasn’t a hint of sarcasm in her voice when she said, “take your time.”

Shirley was at a bench within three minutes. Nobody else was in the pocket park. Shirley wanted to fall into Hazel’s arms but had to hear what her mother had to say. She was the only person in her family who didn’t accept her on the most-basic level. Perhaps her father wouldn’t accept another trans woman in his life, but Shirley felt the love he had for her as his daughter.

“Hi, mom,” said Shirley. “I’m at a small park with nobody else.”

“Your father and I have been talking since you left, a lot. He isn’t happy with me, but we all want to move to the future.”

Shirley breathed into the line, letting her mother know she was still there and waiting for her to continue.

“I’m sorry for how I treated you, Shirley. You deserved better from me. Being a mother isn’t black-and-white. I’m a person with firm beliefs, and I let those cloud my judgment, as your father says. I’m sorry I never let you kids meet Angela. Maybe she could have helped you where I couldn’t. If I could change the past, I would, but I—”

“Mom, it’s okay. I should have reached out. I could have done more to mend our relationship. There were times I thought of calling, but I never did. We are both accountable for our actions,” said Shirley. She had come to peace with her mother’s past. Would Shirley ever forgive her mother? Would she ever love the woman who had pushed her into the dirt for years? She wasn’t sure, but they could tolerate one another for the sake of family. Shirley had other people in her life to give her the love her mother couldn’t, as long as Hillary stayed out of the way.

“You have a good heart… Shirley,” said Hillary.

“We’ll see each other soon, mom. I have a busy day. Thank you for calling,” she said.

Hillary was crying when she spoke again, sucking in large breaths between words. “There aren’t enough words in the world to describe how wretched I feel for the way I treated you for going against my vision of our family. Nothing in this world is perfect, and you’re a beautiful person, Shirley. You’re still the same easy-going, captivating soul you were before, and I hate that I couldn’t see that before now.”

“Mom, it’s okay. We have tomorrow as yesterday has passed. Give dad a hug for me,” Shirley said and ended the call without waiting to hear her mother’s reply. She wanted to tell Hillary that she loved her but couldn’t bring herself to say the words. Would it make Shirley weak to forgive her mother after Hillary shed tears once? Shirley had cried on the bathroom floor thinking about the letter her mother wrote too many times. Nevertheless, Shirley felt a lightness as she left the pocket park.

It was as though the guilt, pain, and suffering had transferred themselves from Shirley to Hillary. Shirley walked home, excited to kiss Hazel, with her shoulders high and back straight. She spun in a circle as the heaviness vanished from her like fine lines under foundation.


Chapter Sixteen

 

Shirley ambled down her hallway, eager to kiss her woman. She and her mother had a long journey of healing ahead, but they were over the hill. Shirley knew the worst had passed, and there were only brighter days ahead. Shirley dug in her purse, finding the keys to her apartment. Soulful r&b was playing on the other side of the door.

Shirley stepped inside. The smell of a lavender candle greeted her. Shirley heard water rushing through the pipes.

“Hazel, I’m home.”

“I’m in here,” she called from the bathroom. “Come join me.”

Shirley threw her purse to the sofa. She stripped down to her bra and panties, leaving on her heels. Shirley did a slow strut to the bathroom, lathering herself in the sensuality her movements caused. Shirley wrapped her hand around her neck and wiped it down her chest. Her tucked dick was hardening; coming undone.

Shirley opened the door to find the glass walls of the shower covered in steam; dripping with condensation. Hazel’s silhouette visible behind the translucent barrier. Hazel cleared a strip of fog on the glass, revealing herself. Shirley dropped her panties to the ground to show her shaved feminine dick. She undid her bra and threw it to the floor. Shirley opened the shower door and stepped inside.

Hazel wrapped her hand around Shirley’s stiff cock, stroking her womanhood. “Fuck, I can’t get over how much I love this cock.”

“I missed you today,” said Shirley. She cupped her hand around Hazel’s face, kissing her wet lips. Her other hand landed on Hazel’s backside. Hazel’s free hand touched Shirley’s breast. They stood under the running water, ignoring time as they touched; as they kissed.

Hazel turned, cutting off the water, falling to her knees. She stroked Shirley’s cock, slapping herself in the face. Shirley smelled and groomed herself like a high-class woman but had the penis of a stallion. Hazel parted her lips, eager to taste Shirley’s salty treat.

Shirley placed her right hand against the tiled wall. The fingers of her left hand laced with Hazel’s hair, holding her as she bobbed her head along Shirley’s leaking member. Hazel pushed her tongue against Shirley’s throbbing dick, milking her piece for its precum. She wanted every drop Shirley could give her, the taste of her salty goo awakening her senses.

Shirley’s grip tightened as her cock thickened to its maximum length and girth. Hazel wrapped her hands around Shirley’s balls and pulled as Shirley held Hazel’s hair with a firm grasp.

“Mm,” mumbled Hazel.

“Fuck yeah, take that cock,” said Shirley, thrusting harder. She was fucking Hazel’s mouth like a pussy, and Hazel took it. She didn’t resist as Shirley’s tip hit the back of her throat. Hazel breathed through her nose, wrapped her arms around Shirley’s thighs, and lowered her hips to the floor. Shirley grunted and moaned until she pulled her dick from Hazel’s mouth. “Stand up,” she said.

It was Hazel’s turn for a treat. Shirley got to her knees, pleasuring Hazel with her tongue and fingers. They were two souls lost behind a closed door. Covered by a fogged wall of glass. They could have been anywhere in the world, as long as they were together. Hazel’s pussy had been Shirley’s first, and she hoped it would be her last.

They rinsed off after Hazel came in Shirley’s mouth. Shirley took a towel from the linen closet and dried Hazel’s body. Hazel insisted on doing the same for her. As she ran the towel over Shirley’s body, she was frowning. Shirley ran her thumb over Hazel’s chin. “What’s wrong?”

“I feel bad I came, and you didn’t,” she said.

“Can’t go for a round two?” asked Shirley.

Hazel gripped the towel wrapped around her chest and nodded. Shirley scooped her into her arms and walked the few feet to the bedroom. She placed Hazel on the bed before opening her dresser for a condom. “Can’t believe how little we’ve made love,” said Shirley.

“It’s all I’ve wanted to do. Don’t get me wrong, running around New York is outstanding, but you’re all I need.”

Shirley stroked her cock with a touch of lubrication as Hazel mindlessly touched herself on the bed. Shirley paused before opening the condom to say, “I’m putting my apartment on the market and moving back to Mays Landing,” she said.

Hazel gasped, a touch of panic crossing her face. She covered herself with a sheet. “What? How are you going to leave everything you’ve worked for here? Don’t do this for me, Shirley. We can make long distance work if we really care for each other.”

Shirley sat on the edge of the bed, her cock stiff but less so than a minute ago. Hazel touched it, as she often did. “It’s not just for you. I want to reconnect with my family. My niece and nephew are growing too fast. My dad and I have so much to catch up on. I missed my grandmother’s death,” Shirley said. She paused for a beat to collect herself. Hazel’s hand moved from her cock to her thigh. “I’m tired of paying outrageous prices just to live in this tiny apartment when I could have land and a house for the same cost in the Landing, but I do hope that we can have something.”

“Me too. I’m excited you’re moving but wanted to make sure it was for yourself. Your family will love having you in town.”

Shirley nodded and told Hazel about her lunch with Beth and how she planned to fly to jobs to earn money.

“If anyone can make it work, you can,” she said.

Shirley’s hand cupped Hazel’s porcelain breast. Her fingers glided along Hazel’s hourglass figure. Shirley pressed her palm against Hazel’s belly before sliding it down to her opening. Shirley’s hooked fingers awakened Hazel’s hole. Hazel moved her body to reach Shirley’s growing dick. The condom was opened and situated within a minute.

“Can’t you fuck me without a condom? Are you clean?” Hazel asked as she touched herself and arched her back. Shirley had been tested a couple months ago.

“I’m clean. Are you?”

Hazel nodded while stroking Shirley’s cock. “Just pull out and cum on my stomach,” she said.

Shirley wouldn’t argue. She didn’t need another woman for the rest of her life as long as he had Hazel. Shirley’s body buckled as she sunk into her woman’s warmth with nothing separating their flesh. They spent the rest of the day inside, ignoring their itinerary to explore their bodies, sexual desires, and restored love.


Epilogue

 

Six Months Later

The shades of green rustled in the summer breeze as Shirley’s family mingled with Hazel’s in her backyard. Zoe was also there, sitting with her husband and kids at their own table. Everyone was waiting for the cake to arrive but enjoying grilled meats and vegetables while they awaited Rick’s return from the bakery. Shirley and Hazel stood side by side on their deck. They were waiting until everyone had a plate before they ate. Shirley’s dad, Nicholas, was standing near them manning the grill.

Shirley rubbed Hazel’s growing belly. They didn’t get pregnant the first time. All the unprotected sex they were having after Shirley moved to Mays Landing caused the pregnancy. After Hazel’s vacation, Shirley had stayed in the city for a month to tie up loose ends before coming to the Landing. She had a movie lined up to record before the baby arrived. They planned to shot Shirley’s scenes as quickly as possible so she could get home to Hazel and the baby. Beth had worked out all the details.

“Do you think our mother are gossiping?” asked Shirley.

Their mothers were sitting at a table away from the others but close enough to the party that it didn’t look awkward. Hazel’s mother wasn’t as steadfast as Hillary, but she had plenty to say when she discovered Hazel was pregnant with Shirley’s baby.

“I don’t care what they think, Shir. All that matters is you and them,” Hazel said, rubbing her belly.

They were having twins but had yet to find out the sexes of their future children. The family had gathered today for a gender-reveal party, and neither Shirley nor Hazel could wait for Rick to return with the cake that would tell them the results of their latest ultrasound.

“You two hungry?” asked Nicholas. He was fixing himself a plate and planning to leave the grill to eat. Shirley got a hot dog for herself and one for Hazel. They were eating them when Rick arrived with the cake. Everyone cheered. Nicholas was chewing, so Shirley fixed her brother a plate.

“Thank you for everything,” said Shirley.

He hugged Shirley and kissed her on the cheek. “Are you kidding? I’m so excited to find out if I’m having nieces or nephews! What cousins will Penelope and Clark have? Hurry and cut the cake!”

Rick ran off to join Rose and his children. Angela was at the table next to him with her wife and grown children. She had a couple grandchildren that would also have many chances to play with whoever Hazel and Shirley brought into this world. Hazel went around to all the tables to check on everyone as Shirley went inside for a hot water bath and a knife. Shirley’s hands were trembling when she carried them outside.

“Everyone, it’s time!” she called. The yard fell silent, and everyone looked up from their plates. “Thank you all for coming to find out the gender of our twins. We can’t tell you how much we love our family and hope our kids spend a lifetime with yours,” said Shirley. She rose her punch in the air, “to family!”

“To family!” they all cheered.

Shirley raised the knife toward Hazel. Hazel took it, cutting into the tall cake. Shirley’s heart raced as she waited for Hazel to remove the slice. What came surprised everyone. There were alternating layers of pink and blue. “We get a boy and a girl!” cried Hazel. The tears were immediate.

Everyone clapped and hollered. Rick ran up to the table to pass out cake as Shirley took Hazel in her arms, hugging her tightly. Shirley wiped a tear from Hazel’s face. She had never smiled so hard. “I love you,” said Shirley.

“I love you, too,” replied Hazel.
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